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Introduction: On Periodization and its Discontents
 VIRGINIA JACKSON
About the Author
Literary periods allow us to write literary history, but do they keep us from thinking about literary history? The necessary abstraction of periodization is bound to make contemporary critics nervous, and for good reason. The history of literary history is full of old-fashioned ideas: Hegelian transcendence and the progress of civilization, Darwinian social evolution, the drive toward and past the modern. Those nineteenth-century ideas had some rotten consequences in the twentieth century, so it's small wonder that most of us don't like to acknowledge their persistence in literary critical practice. Yet even as what Emily Apter has dubbed “twentieth-century antiperiod concepts like epistemological break, situation, and event” reacted against nineteenth-century Geistesgeschichte, they continued to suffer from earlier modes of what Nietzsche called “the historical malady.”1 What's a twenty-first-century literary historian to do? It's precisely the way of thinking my last few sentences rehearse that makes our indebtedness to outworn historicisms so intractable: if we admit that the history of ideas matters historically, then we can't afford not to periodize what we read. Though we know all too well that, as the title of Gerald Graff's essay here suggests, “periods erase history,” we keep hoping that what we write and teach about romanticism, modernism, the early modern, the Enlightenment, the Victorian, the decadent, the postmodern, the medieval, the Restoration, the Colonial, the antebellum, the postcolonial, the contemporary somehow manages to use period concepts in a manner that doesn't erase too much of the history they also throw into relief.
Because it is a problem yet to admit of a solution (which is to say that it is worth thinking about), periodization was the theme of the sixty-seventh meeting of the English Institute at Harvard in the fall of 2008. The topic marked the Institute's renewed focus on the building blocks of the profession and craft. Although the speakers were not assigned to specific periods, in retrospect it seems unsurprising that so many of the presentations tended toward the nineteenth century, and that all of the essays in the present volume end up on the brink, in the middle, or in the aftermath of that period. Certainly a volume focused on earlier or later literatures would raise different questions about whether or not periods erase history, but it's fair to say that such questions emerged with the rise of modern literary studies in the nineteenth century. If, as Reinhart Koselleck has suggested, “our modern concept of history is the outcome of Enlightenment reflection on the growing complexity of ‘history in general,’ in which the determinations of experience are increasingly removed from experience itself,” we might say that our contemporary concept of literary history is the outcome of a post-Enlightenment process in which literary periods are increasingly abstracted from the stuff of which they were made.2 Negotiating that abstraction is the task of each of the essays here, which in their different ways participate in literary criticism's “return to history” while seeking to avoid repeating in another key the romantic historical ideology that (as James Chandler has argued) inaugurated our modern periodizing bent.3 How can we examine the abstraction of literary-historical periods without allowing our own thought to become similarly abstract? The question admits the double bind that all of the essays in this volume acknowledge, a bind that may be said to characterize our contemporary period of literary criticism.
For Marshall Brown, “a period is a space of time involving a revolution.” It is tempting to embrace such clarity as definitive, but Brown, turn-to-the-nineteenth-century scholar that he is, won't let us do that: “The complication lies in the disparate senses of ‘revolution,’ which originally meant a regular cycle and came to mean a disruptive change only in the wake of the Glorious Revolution of 1688.”4 Thus Brown deftly demonstrates the historical formation of historical thinking, a hermeneutic circle that his essay, like so many of the essays that follow, also wants to bend or warp. Brown maintains that “periods should be seen as complicating notions, not as simplifying ones,” yet he cites an instance “that may have contributed to establishing impossible expectations for periodization and thus to undermining the whole enterprise,” namely Herder's 1774 tract “One More Philosophy of History for the Edification of Mankind” (“Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte zur Bildung der Menschheit”). As a foundational instance of the Geistesgeschichte, Herder's philosophy of history does just what most literary critics would like modern literary periodization to stop doing. Yet Brown's essay moves to “complicate the Herderian model from within,” to use a tool made for one purpose for quite another. It's a risky strategy, something like using an eighteenth-century harpsichord to play jazz piano, but it has the virtue of acknowledging that, rickety as our historical thought may be, it's what we have to think with. Brown actually attempts to tease us out of thought by having us listen to Haydn's “Die Schöpfung” and then reading Goethe, Gaskell, Dickinson, and Coleridge—in other words, the literature of the nineteenth century—under its influence.5 The digital format of the new English Institute/ACLS volume allows you to hear what we heard at the conference; thus one could say that the new medium fabricates an experience absent from the abstract premise of the historical period, or perhaps such digital access invents a new plane of historicity on which several temporalities unfold at once. Whether or not that experience reverses nineteenth-century abstractions, its layered historicity may help us understand periods as “linked episodes within the rolling flood of time, not cutouts.” Far from a teleology of conflict and revolution, Brown's notion of literary historical process is not progress but wave, not transcendence but “the metrics and bar lines shaping the pulse of history.”
The tension that builds in Brown's essay is the effect of his use of period concepts for historical cross-purposes. That's one virtuoso way of addressing the problem of the history of literary-historical practice. Another tack is Caroline Levine's blunt assertion that “at their best, literary and historical periods look like leaky containers.” Why should we continue to use such flawed instruments? In Levine's argument, “the continuing reliance of the most sophisticated current critics on the period as an organizing principle for scholarship” suggests that periods are primary forms of literary-critical thought. Assuming that formalist analysis has come under suspicion with the rise of various historicisms in the last few decades, Levine argues against such suspicion that embracing an even more abstract version of form may be the best way to think historically. While Brown dates ideas of periodization from the dawn of the nineteenth century, Levine begins with the more recent history of literary criticism, and especially with the late- twentieth-century reaction against (an often retrospectively constructed) New Critical formalism. Although historicism may have emerged as an alternative to literary formalism, Levine thinks that “the continuing scholarly reliance on form bespeaks not a symptomatic blindness, not a flaw in cultural scholarship, but a necessity”:
Periodization is an abstract, transhistorical organizing principle which literary and cultural studies scholars often use to reveal rooted and local historical specificity, precisely in opposition to abstract and timeless organizing principles. Periodization emerges, then, as the strange form that antiformalism often takes.


Like Brown, Levine wants to rescue periodization from its own worst tendencies, but in her history of literary history new historicist critics associate those tendencies with bad old New Criticism rather than with what all critics inherit from badder and older philosophies of history. In order to understand the forms of historical antiformalism, Levine adopts a very broad definition of form as primary abstraction. Such a definition allows her to understand not only historical periods as forms, but social institutions as forms that are shaped by and in turn shape historical forms. She calls this mise-en-abyme of abstraction “infrastructuralism,” a “post-poststructuralist method.”
Whereas a Marxist historicist critic such as Raymond Williams may have thought that dominant, residual, and emergent temporalities always interact in any social institution, Levine's infrastructuralism is less concerned with historical process than with what “the new institutionalists,” an eclectic group of social scientists, would understand as the form of the institution itself, a form that endures across modern historical periods.6 “If we want to describe the basic infrastructure of a particular, local site,” Levine writes, “what we find is a vast variety of chaotically overlapping, repetitive social forms that extend from multiple pasts and replicate themselves, indefinitely, into unpredictable and distant futures.” Such an institutional analysis “takes us beyond Foucault” in the sense that Foucault's institutional archeology always relied on the very nineteenth-century ideas of historical process and determination, convergence and integration that the new institutionalists reject.7 Herself a Victorianist literary critic, Levine's analysis reaches away from her own period toward the new century, adopting as an alternative model for this alternative institutional form the HBO series The Wire (2002–2008), a serial fiction in which multiple institutions partake of discrepant temporalities.8 In the periodicity of The Wire, events and even characters repeat themselves not because no one has learned the lessons of history but because historical periods don't really matter to the forms of modern institutions (schools, police, city councils, families). Because entrenched social institutions endure and have real-time effects, Levine concludes, literary critics would do well to shift their focus toward them rather than remain focused on periodization—an outworn academic creed that may be, according to Levine, “usefully clarifying and simplifying,” but which is “borrowed from the past.” Given the staying power of institutions against the grain of more enlightened ideas, however, Levine admits that periodization may be “very likely here to stay, despite its crucial failure to describe the complex and conflicting tempos of social institutions. “
Not many of us would be willing to discard literary periodization in favor of Levine's emphasis on abstract forms, but the institutionalized staying power of nineteenth-century notions of literary-historical periodization is also Gerald Graff's concern in his contribution. Graff's essay shifts the large theoretical stakes of debates about periodization toward their consequences in the classroom—or in multiple classrooms. When he writes about “How Periods Erase History,” Graff points to “a problem not with periodization or period courses as such but with the failure to connect them” in our pedagogical practice. Since most departments of literature in the U.S. have embraced what Graff calls “coursocentrism” as a substitute for an explicit commitment to a view of literary history, we have also followed a don't-ask-don't-tell policy regarding the relationships (or lack thereof) among our period courses. Our refusal either to admit or reject the assumptions that structured progressive philosophies of literary history from the late-nineteenth through the mid-twentieth century leaves our students in a double bind, Graff argues, since “we are saddled in the twenty-first century with a curriculum that still reflects the positivist view of history that was in force at the founding of the departmentalized university in the late nineteenth century.” Lacking a coherent metanarrative of literary-historical process (whether the relation between classicism and romanticism, the premodern and the postindustrial, the ancients and the moderns, or simply the drive toward modernity) we opt for no common narrative whatsoever, with the result that despite the rise of new historicist approaches in our research projects, the undergraduate study of literature still tends to revert to the New Critical reading of isolated texts in isolated courses which may or may not be taken in chronological order. How would we go about training our students to read historically rather than “courseocentrically”? Graff acknowledges that his recommendation will not be popular: he suggests an “outcomes assessment” approach as a way to get “faculty members actually talking about what we should always have been talking about, not only what we do, but what our students get from us not just as individuals but as a collective institution.” Whatever one thinks of institutional “outcomes assessment” as the incentive to such faculty discussions and debates, it is clear to many of us that such open conversations need to happen, and soon. While Brown and Levine reveal the difficulty of thinking our way out of the history of literary history, Graff emphasizes the cost of not doing so. It is a cost, he concludes, we should not keep asking our students to pay.
But it is also a cost literary critics pay in smaller ways, as we write what Helena Michie calls “historicist sentences” that seek to come to terms with the disjunction between our twenty-first-century reading practices and the historicity of what we read. Sentences that try to be in two places at once—in, say, the Victorian period and at the same time within contemporary critical discourse—show symptoms of strain, according to Michie, since “many Victorianist historicist sentences embody elements of what Roland Barthes would call the mirror and the clown: the competing senses that Victorians were (some would say are) just like us, products of the industrial age, harbingers of the modern, and that they are, in some special way, exotic, slightly ridiculous, profoundly other.” Not surprisingly, Michie finds that the double bind of historicizing is firmly rooted in the sentences not just of Victorianists but of the Victorians themselves, whose novelists often worried about “where to put history.” That very nineteenth-century concern eventuates in a syntax of simultaneity, as in Eliot's characteristic sentence:
When George the Fourth was still reigning over the privacies of Windsor, when the Duke of Wellington was Prime Minister, and Mr Vincy was mayor of the old corporation in Middlemarch, Mrs Casaubon, born Dorothea Brooke, had taken her wedding journey to Rome.


One of these things is not like the others, but that is Eliot's point, of course: individual lives do and do not intersect with monarchies, governments, bureaucracies. In an age that believed in the Spirit of the Age, that thought history mattered in every detail, the challenge was to avoid simplifying the relation between text and context and at the same time to make sure that the relation was always before us. In this sense as in many others, Michie argues, “the Victorians are us”—though one might add that the important difference between 1869 and 2010 is that Victorianist literary critics write the syntax of simultaneity without the philosophy of history that would lend conviction to their rhetoric. Thus for contemporary literary criticism simultaneity becomes “the syntactic and epistemological alibi for cause and effect; the dates and clauses in which it is embodied provide the authority literary critics often feel they need from something vaguely but powerfully understood as the historical.”
The power of that vague understanding is precisely what makes critics hold fast to periodization despite our tendency to distance ourselves from its ideological wake. A prime example of such clinging-at-arm's-length, Michie points out, is a sentence like the following:
And while the term “Victorian” remains anachronistically wedded to the person of the queen, it nonetheless manages to indicate the primacy of history, as well as the notion of a unified era, which allows for an assumable social totality and unified culture.


The sentence (from Amanda Anderson's “Victorian Studies and the Two Modernities”) is sneaky. As Michie suggests, “the ‘while’ in this sentence indexes the qualitative by critiquing the term ‘Victorian’ and withdrawing, as it were, from the temporal at the last minute. In a sentence about history that features the term ‘anachronistically,’ the ‘while’ mediates between time and concession.” What are such exemplary Victorianist sentences conceding to? To the ways in which a historical moment that assumed (or at least aspired toward) social totality and unified culture both conditions everything we now think about literary history and everything we can no longer think without embarrassment. We think that any word (even a proper name) is valuable so long as it manages “to indicate the primacy of history;” at the same time, we don't really assume what is assumable about that history. Thus Michie is finally “less interested in rescuing history from periodization (a very useful thing) than in seeing how both depend on a fiction of simultaneity,” an imaginary period in which temporal proximity can stand in for historical determination, a fiction that may be wearing thin at the beginning of our current era.
Whatever characterizes that era (or whatever we should call our moment if not an era, since that term, from the Latin for a brass coin, also assumes a premodern idea of history used to date Christendom), the recent turn of critical interest toward media history promises some relief from presumptions of social totality or cultural integration.9 As Lisa Gitelman points out in her contribution, “media, it would seem, offer a logical, nonarbitrary—not to say ‘natural’—way to characterize and segment, to nominate and distinguish, in contrast to periods like ‘the eighteenth century’ or ‘the early modern.’” Since the logic of media history is material rather than ideological, it should be relatively unproblematic to trace, say, the age of print, or our present “electronic age,” and thus to clean up the messiness of periodization concepts that depend on the history of ideas. “Too bad, then,” Gitelman writes, “ that we can't get more literary periods to line up with media regimes,” and too bad that the solid footing that media history appears to afford literary history “is an illusion.” That illusion depends on “a myth of rupture” often sustained by media historians, as when Friedrick Kittler writes that when Nietzsche used a typewriter for a couple of weeks in 1882, “it was a turning point in the organization of discourse.”10 Like Brown, Gitelman would like to find an alternative to such myths of punctual revolution, since they tend to obscure what she calls “the social character of communication.” But like other contributors to this volume, Gitelman acknowledges that before such myths can be revealed as such, we need to acknowledge that “characterizing culture by technology, by medium, and really by anything at all started to make sense to English speakers first in the period that literary studies calls Romantic.” In other words, in order to think about the social character of communication in any given age, we may need to give up nineteenth-century ideas of ages and eras and periods, or to think instead about “the ways in which the present works to determine the past” rather than the ways in which the spirit of each age moves forward into un- or at least differently mediated futures.
One central and very mediated instance of such back-formation lies before you as you read this ACLS digital volume. “How might the field of literary studies be changing as a consequence of electronic resources for the production of knowledge about literary history?” Gitelman asks this question in order to turn the time line of “the electronic age” back on itself and to show that “public discourse exists according to the structures of its circulation,” structures that do not simply move forward in time. Just as the age of print was not, of course, quite as punctual as it once appeared (given the purloined logic of editions, and even the fuzzy logic of the periodical), so, Gitelman argues, the World Wide Web is not as suspended in the user-friendly present as the phenomenology of on-screen reading might pretend. Indeed, not only are Web pages notoriously difficult to date and frequently outmoded before they appear (“link rot”), but the ways in which we use the WWW “help to show up the increasing density of the past”—that is, effectively change the archive that Foucault would say governs the choices we can make about the past. In this sense we may well be in an age in which literary history is changing, but that change entails much more than a progression of media. If “all literature is electronic now that the instruments helping to produce and discern literature as an object of inquiry include online resources,” then what is changing most quickly in our “electronic” period are the social relations that make the discipline of literary studies possible, and those relations may be what are least visible online.
Revolutions, institutions, classrooms, critical prose, digital resources: the subjects of the essays in this volume tend toward fundamentals in the conceptualization and transmission of modernity. How we mark time, how we structure time, how we teach time, how we write time, how we access time—these are the primary questions to ask before we can update progressive or institutionalized or pedagogical or rhetorical or mediated ideas of literary periodization. Yet as Katie Trumpener suggests in the final essay of this volume, the disjunction between our investment in literary history and our experience of literary history may be the most fundamental question of all. If Kosseleck is right to claim that “the determinations of experience are increasingly removed from experience itself” in post-Enlightenment thought, Trumpener offers an historicist's perspective on the modern experience of the displacement of historical experience, on what it is like to live—and, as a critic, to read—in a time out of joint. That abstracted way of living was first recorded, Trumpener argues, in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century novels, which “began to push, experimentally, against the prison-house of chronology and period.” In certain “case study” novels of those periods, Trumpener suggests, the central characters “live not so much in historical time as in recoil from historical trauma,” a cause removed from its effects in the sense that the character “wrenches his or her life narrative away from ongoing historical developments, attempting to vanish, as if were, off the historical grid, trying to exile her or himself from history.” The attempt is in vain, of course, with the result that such characters are caught in the seams between historical periods, neither of one time nor another. The consequent pathologies make for some juicy reading, but they are also, according to Trumpener, “particularly clear accounts of what we might call ‘the historical condition,’ the paradoxes of living in history.”
If those paradoxes were confined to the generic plots of early novels, we might be tempted to ascribe them to the domain of fiction, which can offer clear accounts when actual history cannot. But Trumpener's essay moves progressively away from fiction toward other ways of reading and writing the historical condition. Several recent nonfiction memoirs also turn out to “insist both on the shaping force of history and on the immateriality of temporal or geographical distances” in the sense that the memoirists, like the characters in early novels, take historical trauma with them across continents and across generations. “Such memoirs raise the question of what psychoanalysis might look like if it became more historically and empirically grounded,” focused not just on individuals but on the displaced political, often catastrophic events those individuals are made of, often long after the fact. That call to psychoanalysis is a demand Trumpener also makes of her own discipline of literary criticism, and particularly of literary history. “Why are so many of us now spending so much of our time thinking about period and history?” Trumpener asks, and her answer is that there is a “secret history” to be told not only about the early novels or recent memoirs that literary critics read but about the personal histories of literary critics themselves. “The ‘great generation’ of literary theorists, it now turns out, contained many whose lives (along with millions of others) had been unalterably changed” by World War II and its aftermath. Trumpener suggests that those theorists (Wellek, Auerbach, de Man, Demetz, Hartman at Yale, to which list one could add many names in many places) reacted to historical trauma in much the same way that characters in early novels did: they denied it, emphasizing over historical or personal analysis a putatively objective focus on literary form.
Trumpener thus helps to periodize the present volume of reflections on periodization. The reaction formation that she ascribes to mid-to-late-twentieth-century critics formed our current generation of literary critics, people who often grew up in households scarred by the violence of the twentieth century (as what household was not), and who bring to historical scholarship “not only the psychic need to escape into a different, less personally claustrophobic past, but … interrelated skills honed by the odd rhythms of our households.” Those rhythms often included time travel to events that took place before our birth, giving us the odd ability to live in more than one period at once. Thus our generation inherits not only a past but a curiosity about the past that our parents and teachers could ill afford. No wonder we want to think about periodization! We have used our interpretive skills to ferret out concealed histories in the texts we learned to read so closely, but now that we have zoomed in on all those literary and critical secret histories, what do we do with them? How do we put them into historical perspective without using a logic of periodization that the events of the twentieth century revealed as flawed and potentially destructive? The essays in this inaugural volume of the English Institute/ACLS digital series suggest that we have begun to do so. They demonstrate our current dissatisfaction with received logics of literary periodization while often brilliantly displaying our fascination with and attachment to the subject. In a historicizing age, these essays together characterize a twenty-first-century literary criticism that lives in time.
1
 The Din of Dawn
 MARSHALL BROWN
About the Author
A period is, etymologically, a path around. Originally it was a near synonym for a cycle, the exact etymological equivalent of a circuit (peri-hodos=circum-iter), and a close relative of a revolution, which actually derives from a Late Latin coinage for what classically was called a circuitus. In Latin periodus almost always carried its rhetorical sense of a complete sentence, such as is now punctuated with the round dot called in Great Britain a full stop. In Greek, however, the word had numerous other meanings that are preserved in English, including “a space of time,” the one that is the focus of this collection.
In its oldest English usages, which are medical, the word “period” referred to recurrent diseases, and the etymology was often strongly present, as it still is in the notion of the menstrual period or cycle. The notion of a circular path or orbit also remains current in some scientific uses. Sense 7a in the OED is, “a length of time consisting of a definite number of years, marked by the recurrence of particular astronomical coincidences. Cf. CYCLE n. 2.” Here is a 1718 citation that reflects the etymology: “In the language of Chronologers a Cycle is a round of several years and a Period a round of several Cycles.” Similarly, sense 7d is “any length of time defined by the regular recurrence of a phenomenon or cyclical process;” in this entry the OED offers a citation from a 1990 issue of Scientific American: “The internal rhythm has a period of about 24 hours; when the crab is exposed to natural light, signals from photoreceptor cells in its tail help to keep the circadian clock synchronized with the actual cycle of light and darkness.” More pertinent to the current topic, however, is a 1704 example of sense 7a: “Period, in Chronology, signifies a Revolution of a certain Number of Years.” Periods, that is, start out as revolutions. Or revolutions start out as periods. That association is mostly subliminal these days, but I suggest that it continues to color thinking about periodization, and not always felicitously.
A period is a space of time involving a revolution. The complication lies in the disparate senses of revolution, which originally meant a regular cycle and came to mean a disruptive change only in the wake of the Glorious Revolution of 1688. There is no dramatic beginning of an annual period—that is why holidays and fireworks were invented—whereas geologic periods in particular are typically demarcated by catastrophic interruptions. Both equilibria and periodic sentences are punctuated, but differently. No one thinks of sentences or rhetorical periods as being punched, whereas it is tempting to look for gulfs dividing historical periods governed by a strong or punctual notion of revolution, more like cosmic fireballs than like annual fireworks. Historical periods fall between the stools: they are less than eons but more than years,1 and it has become common to seek to delimit them by abrupt markers—births, deaths, political upheavals, or singular cultural events. The English neoclassical period (under that name or some other) extends from the Restoration of 1660 to the French Revolution of 1789, or from Dryden's earliest work and the reopening of the theaters right around 1660 to Lyrical Ballads of 1798; modernism opens in 1914 with the bang of the First World War or in 1913 with the beat of The Rite of Spring. There is of course a crucial difference: the political markers are not just singular but for the most part genuinely unique, whereas the cultural ones inevitably are singled out from a broader field. Paradise Lost remains as a long resonant contemporary of Dryden's Annus Mirabilis, both published in 1667 but conventionally allocated to different periods, and Der Rosenkavalier and Ariadne auf Naxos preceded The Rite of Spring by two years and seven months respectively, marking a regression from the explosive Elektra even before modernism is often said to begin.
Cultural changes don't happen all at once; they grow. Maybe the French Revolution took place on July 14, 1789, and maybe, just maybe, the Copernican revolution happened when the Critique of Pure Reason was published. But nothing in life is simple. Even the enterprise of punctuating political revolutions is dubious, and there is no reason to confine our histories to moments and to despair because we can't. Discussions of periodization under the aegis of the French Annales historians have raised far-reaching questions of scale. Claude Lévi-Strauss and Franco Moretti have addressed the problems of deciding whether historical events (the French Revolution, for instance, or the Cambrian revolution) lasted days, months, years, decades, centuries, or millennia, each alternative yielding a very different picture of impacts and resonances.2 The very sense of time has shifted over the centuries. As Reinhart Koselleck has written in an overview of historical temporality that uses the term being examined here, in the Renaissance “time…. remained quite neutral with respect to epochal episodes and historiographic periods, …. correspond[ing] to a uniform and static experience of time, registering ever-present novelty from event to event,” whereas in the modern “temporalization of history,” “lived time was experienced as a rupture, as a period in which the new and the unexpected continually happened.”3 Formerly a merely linear spectacle of mutability, now a causally bound experience of evolution and revolution, historical time under both dispensations is defined by sharp breaks. But by what logic are periods linked to ruptures? Etymologically, periods, which roll, are the opposite of epochs, which pause.
Confusions in terminology do not necessarily entail confusions in thought, nor does settling the words necessarily settle the ideas. Still, it's worth a try. Here is a recent instance of the problems that arise from epochal periodization, drawn from the editors’ preface to an ambitious, collectively written literary history:
It is then that a new valorization of the individual sees the light of day and develops, thanks to the discovery of the potential of individuality as such…. Paul Hazard rightly defined this period of rupture with the formula of the “crisis of the European consciousness.” The term “crisis” signals, according to Kuhn, the moment when a rupture leads toward a “scientific revolution,” the temporal space between tradition and innovation during which the paradigm changes its meaning…. This rupture is manifested by a new way of thinking.4


The volume introduced by these words is entitled “The Dawn of Modernity.” But, as I hope to show, it strains experience to portray dawn as a crisis, let alone as a rupture. Dawn is a different kind of threshold. Kuhn is in fact a pragmatist rather than a Marxist; he does not use imagery of dark and light—indeed, one chapter of his book is entitled “The Invisibility of Revolutions”—and he regards scientific history as a succession of ever-better approximations of theory to experiential data. The seriously misleading word in the above quotation is “moment,” for, according to Kuhn, scientific revolutions, while “irreversible,” are also generally “gradual.” Indeed, Dalton's atomic theory, the example he gives in the chapter entitled “Revolutions as Changes of World View,” “took almost another generation” to settle in.5 Similarly, despite their prefatory rhetoric, the editors of L'Aube de la modernité know that dawn is a process, not an instant. It is easy to locate in their own chapters references to gradual shifts. Knabe states, for example, that “this approach progressively grows ascendant in Europe” (72), and Mortier uses the term “evolution” (433). Moreover, Mortier's account of a steady diffusion of values amounts to a repudiation of the notion of crisis: “Without going so far as to speak of a sudden ‘crisis of conscience,’ one cannot fail to note the expansion from the end of the seventeenth century of a critical attitude that probes, and sometimes contests, the values inherited from the past” (438). Yet if the prefatory rhetoric is too melodramatic to be persuasive, the retrenchment here is too timid to be very useful. It will help to take our explicit and buried metaphors for history more seriously.
Time shoots an arrow. It is often objected that time has a quiverful of arrows and shoots them in various directions at different moments. Period boundaries can be jagged. But even accounts of uneven developments presume a before and after within particular domains. Notable for playing both sides of the fence is Michel Foucault's Archaeology of Knowledge, which eschews global periodizations yet just as adamantly insists on discontinuity and rupture within individual domains. Yet time has other vectors in addition to its arrow. It is, for instance, a snowball, carrying detritus with it as it rolls along. It is a boat with a wake, an eddying current, a ramifying organism, a maturing individual. All such images have elements of truth. If anything, we should use our period concepts to engage with time's pluridimensionality and not just to disperse history in Foucault's fashion. Razor edges are not part of human events; even radical boundaries are not slices but ragged tears. Yes, there is a trajectory to any history, with dimension and direction. But periods should be seen as complicating notions, not as simplifying ones.
Complementary to the melodramatic projection of rupture is the positivist repudiation of reductionism. Here is a new example, from a sober and thoughtful methodological treatise: “Period concepts thus define time as a series of synchronic identities rather than as a diachronic process…. The period concept is our way of freezing a segment of time, and giving it an identity. We must remember, though, that the concept is located within us, not within history itself.”6 Abrupt change between eras goes hand in hand with congealed constancy within them. Both postulates depart from experience; “history itself” registers time as passage. Natura non facit saltus runs the old adage, nature makes no leaps, and its corollary is that nature takes no stands. As Debora Shuger has recently said in connection with the Reformation, “Attention to transformation at the expense of continuities has always been a temptation for historians, and yet in principle the fact that something doesn't change should be as significant as the fact that it does.”7 Time is ever on the move. And that is why, as I have written elsewhere, “we cannot rest statically in periods, but we cannot rest at all without them.”8 Still, “history itself” is itself a mirage. Mere flux has no identity, no “itself.” Only what is in some sense fixed can be in any way known. The goal then is not to do without periods, which would mean doing without history as anything more than mere chronicle, but to find a way of defining periods without reifying our definitions.
I will conclude my introductory statement of the problem by dwelling on a single classic instance of how to do it wrong—indeed, an instance that may have contributed to establishing impossible expectations for periodization and thus to undermining the whole enterprise. Here is my all-time favorite stretch of history writing:
At last followed, as we say, the dissolution, the development: long endless night brightened into morning: and there was reformation, rebirth of the arts, sciences, manners!—The yeast sank; and there was—our Thought! Culture! Philosophy! People began to think as we think today: they were no longer barbarians.9

[Endlich folgte, wie wir sagen, die Auflösung, die Entwicklung: lange ewige Nacht klärte sich in Morgen auf: es ward Reformation, Wiedergeburt der Künste, Wissenschaften, Sitten!–Die Hefen sanken; und es ward–unser Denken! Kultur! Philosophie! On commençait à penser comme nous pensons aujourd'hui: on n'étoit plus barbare.]


The pregnant dash at the border of the new era comes from the original text, but the locution “there was” is an inadequate surrogate for the archaic verb of the original. The original German twice has the Biblical es ward, which would translate mechanically as “it became.” “It was,” or more literally “it became,” means “it came into being.” The impression that history abruptly turns on the lights appears numerous times in this delirious classic. The Greeks, it says, were completely original; they may have taken seeds from elsewhere but out of them they “fashioned an entirely new nature” (598). [“daß sie ihm ganz neue Natur angeschaffen.”] And then came the Romans, who threw down the walls of prior civilizations to create an “utterly new world of languages, manners, inclinations, and peoples—a different time begins” (600). [“Völlig neue Welt von Sprachen, Sitten, Neigungen und Völkern—es beginnt eine andere Zeit.”] And the decline of the Roman Empire, which for Gibbon took a millennium and a half, was for this author the work of a paragraph. “The grander the building, the higher it stood, the greater the fall! half the world was in ruins…. Then in the North new man was born” (610–11). [“je größer das Gebäude, je höher es stand, mit desto größerem Sturze fiels! die halbe Welt war Trümmer…. da ward in Norden neuer Mensch geboren.”] A history written on such premises will consist of “totally disparate scenes” (610) [“die disparatesten Szenen”] to be assembled by the historian into a logical construction: “all individually but moments, through the succession alone means to ends—what a vista!” (610). [“alle im einzelnen nur Momente, durch den Fortgang allein Mittel zu Zwecken—welch ein Anblick!”]
Taken separately, any of these passages sounds like parody. This historian as dramatist is a periodizer gone mad. His logic is mechanistic and antiorganic. His history is the opposite of a natural growth, where the flowering lies implicit in the seed. Hence a startling substitution of metaphors: “Above the trunk is the crown: if each of its branches, if each twig wanted to be trunk and root—where would the tree be? Orientals, Greeks, Romans were in the world only once, might touch the electric cord pulled by fate in only one point, at one place!—So then, we, if we want to be Orientals, Greeks, Romans all at once, we are assuredly nothing at all” (643). [“Über dem Stamm ist Krone; wenn jeder Ast, jeder Zweig derselben Stamm und Wurzel sein wollte—wo bliebe der Baum? Orientalier, Griechen, Römer waren nur einmal in der Welt; sollten die elektrische Kette, die das Schicksal zog, nur in einem Punkte, auf einer Stelle berühren!—Wir also, wenn wir Orientalier, Griechen, Römer auf einmal sein wollen, sind wir zuverlässig nichts.”] This is the historian as modernist turning on the lights, the original dweller in Koselleck's “Neuzeit” thumbing his nose at any kind of gradualism, the theorist of identity and difference who fractures all dreams of the kinship of humanity. Individuals, even individual eras, flicker on the stage for “moments,” but the totality sweeps them aside as meaningless and insignificant.
These lurid portrayals continue to haunt conceptions of periodization, which often remain covertly if not overtly subject to a similar revolutionary ambiance. Yet a mere ten years later this mechanist, this antiorganicist, this historiographical lunatic was writing in the following, very different-sounding vein: “Human reason linked the continuation of races and traditions to one another, not as if reason in each individual were a mere fraction of the whole, of a whole that existed nowhere in a single subject and that in consequence could not be the aim of the creator, but because the disposition and chain of the whole species implied as much.”10 [“Die Fortpflanzung der Geschlechter und Traditionen knüpfte also auch die menschliche Vernunft aneinander, nicht als ob sie in jedem einzelnen nur ein Bruch des Ganzen wäre, eines Ganzen, das in einem Subjekt nirgend existiert, folglich auch nicht der Zweck des Schöpfers sein konnte, sondern weil es die Anlage und Kette des ganzen Geschlechts so mit sich führte.”] The fall of Rome was now seen as the product of long-acting forces and inexorable laws; each era partakes in the whole destiny of mankind. “One day, one century has taught the next; the tradition has been enriched; the muse of time, history itself speaks with a hundred voices, sings from a hundred Flutes. In the enormous snowball that time rolls towards us let there be as much debris, as much confusion as you will; even this confusion is a child of the centuries that could only arise from the tireless onward rolling of one and the same thing.”11 [“Ein Tag hat den andern, ein Jahrhundert das andere gelehrt; die Tradition ist reicher worden; die Muse der Zeiten, die Geschichte selbst spricht mit hundert Stimmen, singt aus hundert Flöten. Möge in dem ungeheuren Schneeball, den uns die Zeiten zugewälzt haben, soviel Unrat, soviel Verwirrung sein, als da will; selbst diese Verwirrung ist ein Kind der Jahrhunderte, die nur aus dem unermüdlichen Fortwälzen einer und derselben Sache entstehen konnte.”] The march of time is as cumulative in this view as it was discontinuous in the other, the totality as immanent here as it was transcendent there. Yet both views emanate from the same writer, and indeed the writer who, more than any other, may be said to have forged the common modern understanding of historical periodization: Johann Gottfried Herder. The first view belongs to the tract of 1774, “One More Philosophy of History for the Edification of Mankind” [“Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte zur Bildung der Menschheit”], the later to his magnum opus of 1784–1791, Ideas Toward the Philosophy of the History of Mankind [Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit].
No epiphany intervened between the tract of the thirty-year-old and the treatise whose publication began ten years later.12 Like his good friend Goethe, Herder matured steadily in that decade from a ferocious Sturm-und-Drang modern to a reflective, classicizing humanist, with no decisive point of demarcation. A continuity does in fact underlie the starkly contrasting appearance of these two works. Even in the later view, centuries follow one another as day follows day. The model of revolution remains intact, if obscured by debris, and it shows up in the drama that colors the longue durée of the Ideen. Rome no longer falls in a sentence, but its fall remains a spectacle on the grand scale. The process took centuries, Herder now says, but it remains a unique and tragic moment of historical theater.13 On either account, history parades the lives and deaths of civilizations.
I propose now, though, to complicate the Herderian model from within. In Herder's rhetoric as in the practice of many historians, periods and eras follow one another like night and day. The question he does not appear to pose is how day emerges from night. What constitutes dawn, how do we recognize it, how does it perform its transitional function? Those are the questions my preamble has been moving toward.
Dawn is a natural process. As such, it is gradual, steady, and undemonstrative. Waiting for the sun to rise is rather like waiting for water to boil, except that dawn has no boiling point. Considered in that fashion, talk of historical nights and days seems incompatible with talk of grandeur and dramatic spectacle. The boring Polonius had his finger on the earth's pulse when he droned on: “to thine own self be true, / And it must follow, as the night the day, / Thou canst not then be false to any man.” Not much dramatic spectacle there.
But the story of dawn is not just the story of rotation of the self-same, not just an eternally recurrent moment in the life of the planet. It does have its dramatic side, though a terrestrial and not a celestial one, entailing a kind of drama different from what Herder imagined. It is, at least as I conceive it, a spectacle for ear more than for eye. Lesser dawns substitute for the ethos of revolutionary creation.
With essential help from the new electronic publication format, the core of my essay involves listening to the music of dawn. I begin with the wrong kind of dawn, in perhaps its most famous single representation in the Western musical tradition. The text is the one implied by Herder's Biblical turn of phrase: “And God said, Let there be light. And there was light.” (Fig. 1)[Audio Clip #1]. This is the most sublime of Haydn's musical surprises and requires no elucidation. For those unfamiliar with score reading, though, it may be worth pointing to the textual elements: the abrupt switch from pianissimo to fortissimo in the instruments and, in the chorus, from sotto voce to forte (not to fortissimo, presumably, to indicate that they should sing melodiously), the removal of the mutes in the strings (“senza sordino”) and the shift from pizzicato (plucked) to arco (bowed) playing, and especially the addition of all the woodwind and brass instruments, including two trumpets, three trombones (conventionally associated with sacred contexts), and the unusual contrabassoon, together with the kettledrum roll. The tragic key of C minor that has portrayed chaos abruptly yields to a triumphant C major. The literary equivalent is the most stunning dawn poetry I know, from the opening of the second part of Goethe's Faust, and very possibly written under the influence of Haydn's music.14[image: Figure 1: Joseph Haydn, Die Schöpfung: Oratorium, 1798 (München: G. Henle, 2008), 14–15.]Figure 1:Joseph Haydn, Die Schöpfung: Oratorium, 1798 (München: G. Henle, 2008), 14–15.View Asset(A stupendous clangor proclaims the approach of the sun.)
Hark the storm of hours rounding,
Clear to spirit ear rebounding,
Knell of day's renewal sounding!
Granite portals groan and clatter,
Wheel of Phoebus roll and spatter,
What great din the dawning brings!
Trumpet-blaring and fanfaring,
Ears bedazing, eyes beglaring,
Fear to hear unheard-of things!15


[(Ungeheures Getöse verkündet das Herannahen der Sonne.)
ARIEL: Horchet! horcht dem Sturm der Horen!
Tönend wird für Geistesohren
Schon der neue Tag geboren.
Felsentore knarren rasselnd,
Phöbus’ Räder rollen prasselnd,
Welch Getöse bringt das Licht!
Es trommetet, es posaunet,
Auge blinzt und Ohr erstaunet,
Unerhörtes hört sich nicht.]



This first kind of dawn conforms to the idea of revolution rather than to that of emergence. Indeed, the similarly noisy dawn at the opening of the prologue to Faust I is compared to the “first day.” This is the thunder of creation, not the march of history; it might be called clatter rather than din.
A natural dawn is different. It also makes noise, but not the same kind. The music of creation portrays the separation of light from darkness. Appropriately, natural dawn comes later, after God has divided the heavens from the earth, made the dry land emerge from the water, and populated the globe with creatures to witness the time. Only with perception does it make sense to distinguish day from night, designed “for signs, and for seasons, and for days, and years” (Gen. 1:14; Die Schöpfung, recitative, #11). Light enables being as such, but only the passage of time can be the foundation of meaningful history. Like much of the music in this work, the strains that follow at the start of #12 are pictorial, portraying the gradual arrival of the sun followed by the regal march that greets its full appearance.
The steadily rising first violins and flutes take the lead here (Fig. 2)[Audio Clip #2], the increasing volume representing the brightening horizon. The trumpets associated by Haydn and by Goethe with the creation enter here too, though not the trombones with their more characteristically sacred associations, and likewise without the earlier abrupt transformations from hushed to tumultuous and from minor to major. Noteworthy is that the arrival point of the treble scale is not the tonic or fundamental note D; rather, the scale has passed beyond D, in a suggestion of onward movement rather than fixed landing. But the most pertinent element for my purposes is the complexity of the voicing as dusk passes to dawn. More and more instruments enter, in a kind of structural crescendo. The imitations are never exact; rising thirds, for instance, are sometimes eighth notes, sometimes quarters, sometimes stepwise, and sometimes leaps. In measures 6 and 8 the first oboe and second violins dog the firsts, then fall away again, though in measure 6 the second violins reach their apex one beat after the oboe. The cellos begin with direct imitation of the first violin scale, then turn aside to find their path downward toward the fundamental. Dissonance increases to the first and fourth beats of m. 6 and the first beat of m. 7, where first G, A, and B are heard at once, then E, F sharp, and G. In contrast to God's dawn (or the creation of light), nature's dawn (or the birth of a new day) consists of a growing multiplicity of voices preceding and leading into the new era. Creation is abrupt, but dawn is prepared in a noisy complexity that settles into the simplicity of the growing light. Example 2: from “The Creation,” #12.
[image: Figure 2: Joseph Haydn, Die Schöpfung: Oratorium, 1798 (München: G. Henle, 2008), 108–9.]Figure 2:Joseph Haydn, Die Schöpfung: Oratorium, 1798 (München: G. Henle, 2008), 108–9.View Asset
The experience given sonic form by Haydn delineates the historical model I now propose. For, despite the well-known adage, it is not darkest just before the dawn. Just as well-known, and more true, is that dawn is a babble of voices. Here is a casual report, selected virtually at random, that takes the character of the transition for granted.
The white roses glimmered out in the dusk all the night through; the red were lost in shadow…. Ruth looked into the grey darkness till she traced each separate wave of outline. Then she heard a little restless bird chirp out its wakefulness from a nest in the ivy round the walls of the house. But the mother-bird spread her soft feathers, and hushed it into silence. Presently, however, many little birds began to scent the coming dawn, and rustled among the leaves, and chirruped loud and clear. Just above the horizon, too, the mist became a silvery grey cloud hanging on the edge of the world; presently it turned into rose, and the mountain tops sprang into heaven, and bathed in the presence of the shadow of God. With a bound, the sun of a molten fiery red came above the horizon, and immediately thousands of little birds sang out for joy, and a soft chorus of mysterious, glad murmurs came forth from the earth; the low whispering wind left its hiding-place among the clefts and hollows of the hills, and wandered among the rustling herbs and trees, waking the flower-buds to the life of another day.16


The repeated adverb “presently” in this passage deserves full weight. Presence is manifest in the evidences of passing time and imminent arrival, and then it is celebrated in chorus. The instant of arrival is mythic, transcendent, but the earthly experience is in the preliminary stirrings and then the joyful noise unto the Lord. A second example of the din of dawn is less randomly chosen, since it is famous and alludes, slantwise, to the topic of this volume:
The Birds begun at Four o'clock—
Their period for Dawn—
A Music numerous as space—
But neighboring as Noon—
I could not count their Force—
Their Voices did expend
As Brook by Brook bestows itself
To multiply the Pond.
Their Witnesses were not—
Except occasional man—
In homely industry arrayed—
To overtake the Morn—
Nor was it for applause—
That I could ascertain—
But independent Ecstasy—
Of Deity and Men—
By Six, the Flood had done—
No Tumult there had been
Of Dressing, or Departure—
And yet the Band was gone—
The Sun engrossed the East—
The Day controlled the World—
The Miracle that introduced
Forgotten, as fulfilled.17



Emily Dickinson's dawn is not the only kind, but it illustrates the topos. Multiplicity is the defining characteristic of transitions. In the light of the new day, the fertility of its gestation can be easily forgotten, but for Dickinson it is the true miracle. A flood without a tumult, the period leading to the dawn has a force that cannot be reckoned and hence remains too little recognized. But if we count our periods only by the larger units, we miss, so to speak, the trees for the forest. Life is in the abundant present, not just in the dazzle of noon.
There is of course an evening twilight as well as a morning one, a dusk as well as a dawn. Dusk too is noisy; it is the time when “gathering swallows twitter in the sky.” As Coleridge writes in his great poem of nightfall, “and hark! the Nightingale begins its song.” And then the birds let loose:
But never elsewhere in one place I knew
So many Nightingales: and far and near
In wood and thicket over the wide grove
They answer and provoke each other's songs—
With skirmish and capricious passagings,
And murmurs musical and swift jug jug
And one low piping sound more sweet than all—
Stirring the air with such an harmony,
That should you close your eyes, you might almost
Forget it was not day!18



This grove may have been special, but the contentiousness of nightingales was proverbial.19 Times of passage are times of lively expression, evening as well as morning.
The terrestrial model for periodization, however, does not allow for night. We are little inclined these days to posit dark ages or interregna. It used to be fashionable to presume that nothing was written in twelfth-century England or in eighteenth-century Spain, but those days are passed.20 As Ruth recognized no time of blackness, but at worst a grey glimmer consoled by white roses, so my model for periodization envisions days alternating with twilight, with no blanks.
Those, then, are my models for periods, both from philology and from musical and poetic iconography. Periods are linked episodes within the rolling flood of time, not cutouts. From this image I conclude with a discussion of consequences and with some final examples of periodization in practice.
First, periods are processes, not norms or essences. Defining a period is not somehow excavating a core or purifying an ore. In Is Literary History Possible? David Perkins worries that period definitions “isolate a duration within a longer duration and suggest … that the process of change ceases within the period.”21 The worry is apt, but the solution lies in a dynamic enrichment of a sort that Mary Favret has recently proposed in a lovely paper originally entitled, “Did Jane Austen Have a Period? Did She Have Periods? How Would We Know if She Did?”22 Favret proposes replacing periodization with periodicity; if my philology is accurate, these two concepts are in fact twins. Consequently, the processual character of periods appears within as well as between them. They are not epochs, or standstills, but change and grow. Sometimes one can get the feeling that imposing life stages on a period is a mere artifice. Every artist, it seems, has an early, middle, and late stage, even if they are compacted into the three years or so of Keats's production, and every era has the same stages, even if they spread over a thousand years. These contours are indeed too much of a good thing. But they're still a good thing. Even early modern and late modern can coexist, across five hundred years, provided there is a middle modern in which my favorite cultures can find a niche. It doesn't have to happen in threes, but a period does always have to be, also, a movement.
Second, however, early, middle, and late—or any other subdivisions—do not form a teleology as conventionally understood. Late means neither mature nor senescent. No one prefers the early musical baroque to the high baroque or early classicism to Mozart and late Haydn; nor, conversely, does late musical romanticism particularly outshine Schubert and Chopin, or midcentury modernism reign over the generation of Stravinsky and Schönberg. Subperiods differ in character, not in value; typically, periods open with critical distancing, continue with application and experimentation, and conclude with self-conscious reflection. Political or ideological character often develops as well, with periods, like individuals, not infrequently radical at the start and conservative at the end. But of course these valences are notoriously shifty and unpredictably linked with any given reader's perception of value. What happens in and to a period is an unfolding of meaning, not an emergence or obscuring of value. Periodization is teleological in a hermeneutic sense, not in an axiological one. That is why it is natural to speak of substages, such as early, middle, and late or, in other terms, reactive, exploratory, and reflective. Within the progression of periods, writers stake their claims in relation to earlier writers and make their mark through their effects on later ones. Hence, whether the outcomes are evolutionary or transformative, teleology of meaning entails the necessity of anachronism. Wellek and Warren's Theory of Literature concludes on a note of alarm that periods are generally named after the fact.23 But perhaps what almost always happens is a normal occurrence and not a pathology. Corresponding to the English proverb “don't count your chickens before they are hatched” is a German expression that is appropriate here: “don't praise the day before evening.” For while the ambitions of a collective can be manifested at any moment, the outline of an age can hardly become clear before the next one. To pick up on a title of Hans Robert Jauss's, periods are answers and they are questions; they exist in dialogue and dialectic.24
Third, anachronism also has a spatial face. After all, dawn is a rolling phenomenon; there is always a new day somewhere. Anachronism is built into the global experience, as I discover anew every time I phone my daughter in Beijing, where it is somehow always tomorrow. Developments are always uneven. It is sometimes objected that periods are arbitrary because they obscure or repress counterforces. Anne Mellor, for instance, has repeatedly argued that British romanticism should be regarded as a movement, and not a period, since it excludes (among other things) most of the women writers of the age. At one level she is wrong, for periods are movements by definition. More fundamentally, though, she is right because, construed as movements, periods are intrinsically partial. New narratives construct new ensembles that give a new shape to time. A journal entitled Eighteenth-Century Music debuted in 2004. Music has never had a period called the eighteenth century; around 1750 everything changed. But then, by way of announcement, the eminent Haydn specialist James Webster proposed a conundrum in an essay whose title, punctuated as a question, is “The Eighteenth Century as a Music-Historical Period?”25 Webster proposes a short eighteenth century, 1720–1780, in which the social function of music and the status of composers remained relatively constant, with a certain galanterie in musical expression that spans the late baroque and early—not yet highly dramatic—classical periods. Periods constellate the flux of time, and new and overlapping configurations do not compete for truth but rather offer complementary and supplemental meanings. Every period always contains anachronism because it changes, because it relates to what comes before and after and hence can appear as an ending or a beginning or a middle, and finally because, in its spatial dimension, it exists alongside other formations.
What, then, is a period? Given so broad a spectrum, what can be said to delineate the rainbow? Here I return to my examples. There is a clear difference in sensibility between a transition and a new beginning. The transition is conflicted, dislocated, dark, and confused. Then a light arises. That illumination shapes dawns, in experience, in iconography, and in historical reckoning as well. The din becomes a harmony. The definition of a period lies not in itself, but in its origin out of a chaos, or something akin to chaos. A period is not a new creation; it does not trumpet: Let there be light. But in any historical account, a period should be what makes sense out of what precedes it. Periods are emergences that respond to what Alain Liu, in a clever pun, calls emergencies.26 Defining the shapes of time is the task at hand for the periodizing critic.
And are there any such periodizing critics? This is the embarrassing part. It wasn't planned, but after I had listened to Haydn and thought about him, and reminded myself of other sonorous dawns in music and literature, I then wondered what models there might be. And I'm afraid, without premeditation, I thought of my own prior work. When, in an essay entitled “Enlightenment and Romanticism,” I presented romanticism as the awakening of enlightenment, I was anticipating the model I have now enunciated. And when, in my book Preromanticism I described the convergence of many frustrated and partial innovations in the later eighteenth century that were consolidated in Wordsworth's romanticism, I was juxtaposing a preromantic din with a romantic dawn. Much the same schema lies behind an essay on the origins of modernism, where I treat twelve-tone music and modernist narrative as syntheses of the conflicting late-nineteenth-century pulls of localist detail and universalizing symbolism. Finally, when in publishing my revised dissertation I retitled my narrative of changing imaginative structures The Shape of German Romanticism, I was presenting a period as a spatial form, coalescing around the discovery of the ellipse as a structural image, not necessarily as a norm for all writers of the time in Germany (for after all, German romanticism has always lived in the shadow of what Germans call German classicism), let alone elsewhere, but endeavoring to make sense of the unity of a period-movement in terms of the convergence and exfoliation of a common enterprise. I can hardly pretend to validate a proposal to you by saying that's what I have always done. I suppose I was fated to listen to the dawn. Still, my practice at least illustrates the possibility of this kind of dynamic and dialectical account of periodization.
But there is a stronger example in the book known to many as The Waning of the Middle Ages. That title is a tendentious translation of Johan Huizinga's Dutch, Herfsttij der Middeleeuwen, and was revised in the newer translation to the more nearly literal Autumn of the Middle Ages. But tij, an old-fashioned word for tide or time, complicates the picture. As we say springtide, so Dutch says jaartij, like the German Jahreszeit, meaning season. But autumntide? It suggests the complexity of a waning that presages a reflux. The end of a period is a transition, not simply a decline. Huizinga's first chapter, entitled “The Violent Tenor of Life” (revised to “The Passionate Intensity of Life”), concerns the turbulence of the late Middle Ages, permeated by the din of tolling bells.27 To be sure, the book is colored by melancholy almost throughout. Yet waning hardly captures the formal richness of the era that the preface identifies with the brothers Van Eyck. The long subtitle suggests how fascinated Huizinga was with this era: A Study of the Forms of Life, Thought, and Art in France and the Netherlands in the XIVth and XVth Centuries. And the last chapter, “The Advent of the New Form,” reconfigures this long, animated, complex era of decline as a channel of rebirth
Accustomed to oppose humanism to the Middle Ages, we would gladly believe that it was necessary to give up the one in order to embrace the other. We find it difficult to fancy the mind cultivating the ancient forms of medieval thought and expression while aspiring at the same time to antique wisdom and beauty. Yet this is just what we have to picture to ourselves. Classicism did not come as a sudden revelation, it grew up among the luxuriant vegetation of medieval thought.28 (323)


Herder's “long endless night” could not be further from Huizinga's “luxuriant vegetation” [“de welige woekering van het oude gewas,” the luxuriant profusion of the old growth]. And Huizinga's last sentence echoes the word that is lost from both translations of the title: “A high and strong culture is declining, but at the same time and in the same sphere new things are being born. The tide is turning, the tone of life is about to change” (335).29 Only the tidal model that Huizinga actually follows can explain a bibliographical oddity that consolidates his real intention and returns to my title and concerns. For while I have reported the subtitle that appears on the title page and in catalogues, the cover of the Doubleday Anchor paperback carries a different, more hopeful subtitle: A Study of the Forms of Life, Thought, and Art in France and the Netherlands in the Dawn of the Renaissance. The din of dawn is what history is all about.
Periods are not the denominators of coherence among the people of an era, a group, or a coterie. They are, instead, the metrics and bar lines shaping the pulse of history.
2
 Infrastructuralism, or the Tempo of Institutions
 CAROLINE LEVINE
[Intro]
About the Author
Even at their best, literary and historical periods look like leaky containers. Periodization implies that it is possible to compartmentalize certain phases in economics or domestic life or literary production, as though these could be walled off from what came before and after. These days, few scholars have faith in such orderly boundaries, and many are likely to dismiss conventional period categories as nothing other than convenient fictions. And yet, in literary and cultural studies, most scholars do continue to rely on temporal markers to define their objects of study. Many depend on specific dates, and even those who do not specify exact years typically locate their work in particular, temporally bounded contexts—such as the Renaissance or the long arc of modernity.
Indeed, although most contemporary critics would be inclined to assert that conventional periods are inadequate, abstract, or arbitrary, historical periods continue to organize a great deal of work in the field, as we see in three highly influential works of historicist literary criticism from recent years. The first, Deidre Lynch's Economy of Character, published in 1998, asks us to rethink character, one of the basic building blocks of the novel, by arguing that the sudden upsurge in consumable products in eighteenth-century Britain prompted writers and readers to find ways to discriminate among commodities and to distinguish themselves from the crowd.1 The second, Meredith McGill's American Literature and the Culture of Reprinting, from 2003, contests classic readings of antebellum U.S. writers as voices of an emerging nation, inviting us to see them instead as operating within a specific print culture saturated with inexpensive reprints of foreign texts.2 The final example, Sharon Marcus's 2007 Between Women, explores the startling range of relationships among Victorian women, including objectification, infatuation, egalitarian friendship, voyeurism, and stable marriage. This plasticity and variability of relations, Marcus argues persuasively, radically unsettles the two dominant models for scholarship on the histories of gender and sexuality: the notion of gender as an opposition between masculine and feminine, and the conception of sexuality as a continuum.3 As they trouble well-established accounts of literary and cultural history, all three of these critics explicitly depend on the period as a category. To be sure, the periods they bring into play are provisional and self-consciously imperfect, deployed at least in part for practical ends. All three resist any absolute notion of the period as organizing experience.4 But they nonetheless turn to period markers to assemble their materials into effective arguments. Thus they acknowledge that periodization is a simplifying act while implying that it is also a usefully clarifying one. After all, they suggest, unless we define some starting and ending points, however arbitrary or provisional, we might never be able to begin the task of historical understanding in the first place.
But if historically minded critics invoke periods as artificial unities that allow meaningful understandings of cultural experience to emerge, then the most sophisticated historicist criticism starts to sound uncannily like the antiquated, ahistorical practice it supposedly replaced: the New Criticism. Like the tidy art works beloved of the New Critics, historical periods are constructed wholes, giving intelligible shape to complex cultural materials such that we may grasp significant interrelationships among their parts.
This conclusion might prompt an immediate objection: namely, that far from privileging such unifying forms, historicist and cultural studies scholars have persistently drawn attention to fault lines, fissures, and boundary crossings. For example, David Perkins writes that “we require the concept of a unified period in order to deny it, and thus make apparent the particularity, local difference, heterogeneity, fluctuation, discontinuity, and strife that are now our preferred categories for understanding any moment of the past.”5 In this account, we need historical periods precisely in order to reject them; periodization allows us to posit a wholeness, which we put forward only long enough to violate its boundaries. Thus we grasp the specificity and locatedness of cultural experience precisely by showing how these break the limits of form.
And yet, strangely, we can hear an echo of formalism even in this critique of formalism, since even ruptures have become formulaic; they have come to fall into an insistent pattern—that is, into another form. The first wave of historicists to reject the New Criticism put forward models of containment and subversion, law and transgression, and boundaries and boundary crossing, all of these sharing a repetitive, organizing structure. Two decades ago, Alan Liu was already exposing the work of New Historicists as a continuation of New Critical formalism; despite their claims to historical specificity, they kept returning to the same formal tension between unity and plurality across contexts.6 Compared to more recent explorations of cultural plurality and plasticity, this familiar dynamic of subversion and containment might seem dated. However, the continuing reliance of the most sophisticated critics on the period as an organizing principle for scholarship suggests that we are not out of the formalist woods quite yet.
And that, I will argue, is not such a bad thing. I contend that the continuing scholarly reliance on form bespeaks not a symptomatic blindness, not a flaw in cultural scholarship, but a necessity. We are used to pitting formalism against antiformalism, asking how we can get beyond or outside of form. I suggest that we begin instead by noticing the vast variety of forms that organize social, cultural, and aesthetic experience. What happens if we track an overwhelming multiplicity of forms, forms interrupting other forms, different kinds of order overlapping, colliding, and rerouting one another? This shift in focus, I will argue, undermines the notion of a period in a way that more conventional critiques of periodization cannot.
Before I launched into this alternative, let me say a word about my definition of form. I have suggested that form can describe periods as well as poems, laws as well as aesthetic objects. I am defining form in a deliberately broad way, as any arrangement of elements, any ordering, patterning, or shaping. Form thus includes sonnet, metaphor, and syllepsis; but it could also describe capitalism, racism, the panopticon, or the World Wide Web—whatever organizes heterogeneous content.7 Such a broad definition may seem problematic in two ways. First, form emerges as a category so general that it threatens to become altogether meaningless. But to my mind, the capaciousness of the category is part of its value. Expanding the definition of form makes it possible to view institutions and aesthetic objects as aspects of a common social ground, and that in turn will allow us to use the tools of an old-fashioned formalism to read the sociopolitical world. That is, we can do what literary critics have traditionally done best—reading for intricate patterns and subtle, tense, overlapping arrangements—but we can take those skills to new objects, the social structures and institutions that seem like crucial sites of political efficacy. Broadening our definition of form means that we can export our skills as formalist readers to make sense of a set of objects that are not strictly aesthetic. The second objection to this broadened definition of form might be that it is worryingly trans- or ahistorical: an abstract organization of elements can crop up in different places and times, violating that sense of located particularity that has been so crucial to the political and ethical claims of literary and cultural studies in recent years. But again, I would suggest that this presents an opportunity rather than an obstacle. The transhistorical potential of forms may allow us to think past a historicism that continues to rely on the form of the historical period as the precondition for social knowledge.
Of course, if we do think of form as always transcending historical specificity, then the form of the historical period emerges as paradoxical indeed. Periodization is an abstract, transhistorical organizing principle which literary and cultural studies scholars often use to reveal rooted and local historical specificity, precisely in opposition to abstract and timeless organizing principles. Periodization emerges, then, as the strange form that antiformalism often takes.
Returning to Lynch, McGill, and Marcus for a moment can help us to figure out why such a paradoxical form continues to matter, and why it continues to guide historicist scholarship. The very conventionality of the period form allows each of these scholars to reorganize familiar scholarly terrain in astonishing new ways. As Marcus puts it, she has chosen to revisit Victorian England “for its canonical status in the history of sexuality.”8 In this case, it is precisely the familiarity of the period that allows us to grasp the novelty of the critic's conclusions, because she works within a recognizable form to reshape our sense of the objects contained within it. Periods are thus useful as part of the institutionalization of English studies. They provide conventional disciplinary structures within which innovative arguments can become visible.
While periods help these critics define the institutionalized structures of the field, for all three it is social institutions that do the work of organizing historical periods. Lynch explains the changing conception of character by linking it to the development of a newly commodified marketplace; McGill contends that the 1834 U.S. case Wheaton v. Peters, the first Supreme Court ruling on constitutional copyright, permitted the “culture of reprinting” to take shape; and Marcus begins her argument in 1830, justifying this date by explaining that it was only then that companionate marriage had become the norm for all classes in Britain. Whatever separates these analyses, they share the presumption that social institutions—the market, the law, marriage—come first, and in two senses: they come before, and they stimulate or shape, cultural phenomena. These scholars use the history of institutions to periodize the cultural objects they investigate.
The interdependence of periods and institutions is perhaps best captured in chiastic form: periods organize the scholars’ relationship to the institution of English studies, while institutions organize the historical periods they study. But institutions, so crucial to the work of historicizing literary texts, rarely form the focus of literary scholars’ analytic attention. Work that addresses the power of particular institutions frequently leaves the term undefined and unexamined.9 The few critics who have engaged the concept directly have pointed to a tension in the meaning of the term. On the one hand, as Homer Brown explains, institutions imply endurance: “From the Latin instituare, to institute means literally to cause to stand or stand up, to move something to standing or at least the illusion of standing in one place—that is to say, something that stays.”10 On the other hand, the act of instituting implies the introduction of something new, a break with the past. This tension suggests a reason why institutions may be so useful to periodization: they mark starting points—moments of inception—followed by significant durations.11 That is, they give form to temporal experience.
But what exactly is an institution? How is it that institutions mark the beginnings and ends of periods? How do they shape social time? What kind of interruption does the act of instituting entail? And how and why do institutions endure? If the tempo of institutions shapes periodization, just as periodizing time shapes the institution of English studies, then these questions should get us to the very grounds of contemporary historicist scholarship. And yet, these questions also pose methodological challenges. Periods and institutions are, for one thing, embedded inside each another—the institution of English studies generates periodizing categories, which are then ascribed to the historical work of institutions—even though they seem like starkly dissimilar categories: one is narrowly scholarly and artificial, the other broadly social and immensely powerful. Since both shape not only the objects that we study, but our own scholarly practices, staying within conventional forms of argumentation—such as historicism itself—may fail to produce satisfying answers. It is here, I hope, that a broadly defined formalism will prove useful. Both institutions and periods can be seen as forms in the sense that both are ways of imposing order on heterogeneous materials. Although they lay claim to a very different social reach and power, the fact that they come together to organize historicist scholarship speaks to their force as structuring principles. Indeed, they matter precisely because they constrain possibility, bringing bodies, meanings, and objects into a political order. In order to do justice to the relationship between periods and institutions, then, I propose to understand both as forms.
The formalist method I put forward here is not quite the old New Criticism, however. It is a new method, though brought together out of old formalist materials, which I call infrastructuralism. With this term I name the practice of attending closely to the jostling, colliding, and overlapping of social, cultural, technological, and natural forms.12 The term “infrastructure” was coined in the 1920s to describe the combination of communications and transportation networks that are necessary for an industrialized economy, including roads, bridges, railways, and telephone lines. It tends to refer more generally, these days, to the underlying foundations of any social institution, the prefix “infra-” meaning beneath or below. On the one hand, then, the term stresses some of the values held most important by historicist scholars: materiality and specificity—the particular arrangements of bricks and mortar, planning codes and shipping routes, that allow cultural experience to take shape. On the other hand, “structuralism” calls up the now-unfashionable structuralist attention to the recurrent, transhistorical forms and patterns of cultural life. Indeed, since infrastructures are built to last—understood as investments in futurity—their transhistorical endurance is part of their point.13 Taking the “infra-” seriously, infrastructuralism investigates what lies beneath or behind apparently powerful institutions to see what organizes social life. And what it uncovers are not specific groups or coherent ideologies but rather an extensive range of incommensurable forms: from panoptic spaces to racial hierarchies, from software code to ritual repetitions, as well as innumerable other social and cultural arrangements of bodies, spaces, and texts into binaries, triads, circles, rows, and routes.14 Infrastructuralism looks to the foundations of social life only to find a throng of repetitive, abstract patterns that are multiplied across time and space, and thus leads us to antifoundationalist conclusions. In this, it evokes not only formalism and structuralism but poststructuralism, with its emphasis on plays of absence and presence, on strange and persistent untimeliness, and on the fact that we cannot get beyond structures, however much we might like to do so. Bringing together practices borrowed from the New Criticism, structuralism, and poststructuralism, infrastructuralism is a post-poststructuralist method.
The Strange Patterns of Institutional Time
Let's begin by asking how and whether institutions shape social time. While English studies has most often turned to Marx, Foucault, and Bourdieu for its understandings of the power wielded by particular social institutions, a group of social scientists largely unknown to literary critics has been investigating the ways that institutions both introduce change and maintain stability—precisely the issue that lies at the intersection of institutions and periodization. The “new institutionalists” are a large and various crowd, mostly sociologists, political scientists, and economists who share an interest in the ways that institutions maintain norms, expectations, and hierarchies over time as well as the ways that they stimulate, accommodate, and respond to change. These scholars vary not only in their disciplinary strategies, intellectual trajectories, and objectives, but also in their political perspectives, and they cannot be taken as a coherent group, either disciplinarily or ideologically.15 But their focus on the ways that institutions organize social time provides several promising starting points for rethinking the form of periodization in literary and cultural studies.
First of all, the new institutionalists have defined the term “institution” in precise and productive ways. Conventionally, the word refers to governments, churches, prisons, and other official organizations, but it also carries a broader sense that encompasses all regulative practices, all orderly and established customs or usages. The new institutionalists bring these two meanings together to argue that multiple, comparatively autonomous institutions operate at many levels: from official and highly complex organizations (such as the state, the law, or the university) to organized practices and patterns of behavior (such as the family or a game) to formal and informal conventions that shape experience (such as gender norms or patriotic values). And indeed, they suggest that between the macro-level of markets or nations and the micro-level of individual actors we find the many institutions that actually organize the great bulk of our social experience: marriage, insurance policies, the weekly soccer game, church hierarchies, the department meeting, the codex, shipping routes, liberal democracy, racism, and the supermarket. Familiar institutions such as these operate on different scales and with different kinds of constraints, values, rules, and expectations.
Since a range of semiautonomous institutions coexist, they are capable of shaping one another in complex multi-institutional environments. For example, the informal but enduring institution of the “old boys’ network” has long shaped the workings of the state. One influential study of the British Treasury Department showed that social and school ties linking civil servants and politicians influenced large-scale policy decisions. Indeed, even when the old boys disliked or competed with one another, their recurring contact provided opportunities for flows of information and resources.16 What this example suggests is that a notion of institutions limited to official, static, oppressively powerful bodies prevents us from seeing the ways that institutions constantly encounter, collide, and overlap with other, often incommensurable institutions, many of them so minor that they might seem beneath our notice.
Finally, institutions have a complex relationship to time. New institutionalist scholars define institutions in part by their stability. Political scientists James March and Johan Olsen characterize institutions as “relatively enduring collection[s] of rules and organized practices, embedded in structures of meaning and resources that are relatively invariant in the face of turnover of individuals and relatively resilient to the idiosyncratic preferences and expectations of individuals and changing external circumstances.”17 Institutions remain relatively intact over long periods, impervious to changes in personnel, but this definition suggests also that they are not merely static or inert: institutions are actually constituted by patterns—rules and practices—that need to be repeatedly reenacted.18 Individuals thus actively produce institutions, but the institutions remain stable because participants’ choices and values are often so deeply shaped by institutional norms that these constrain their likely range of actions. Institutions emerge first and foremost, then, as self-reinforcing processes.19 Thus institutions come to include both Bourdieu's habitus and Foucault's confining buildings—the panopticon or asylum.20 Homer Brown suggests that the term itself, with its implications of endurance, has given rise in literary studies to an almost exclusive focus on edifices—a conflation of institutional power and duration with architectural structures.21 But the new institutionalists deliberately address intimate, minute, and fleeting acts, such as daily performances that cite norms of gender and sexuality, revealing these as relatively invariant institutions like the state or the law. What lies below or beneath institutions, then—what makes up an infrastructure—is not only bricks and mortar, but also entrenched patterns and routines of enactment.
But the act of instituting, as Brown explains, also disrupts entrenched routines. New institutionalists argue that at the moment when each institution comes into being, it is likely to break with old patterns in order to reflect the agendas of particular, powerful groups. But because institutions are defined in part by their stability over time, they also outlive such official agendas. Take, for example, the curriculum of English literary study. According to Gauri Viswanathan's compelling argument, the institution of English studies came into being at a time when the British colonial administration needed a way to persuade Indian subjects to accept colonial power willingly, embracing the superiority of the colonizers. This was no easy task: it seemed to many British thinkers that their superiority had everything to do with their Christianity, but the other, equally crucial British value of religious freedom made the British particularly reluctant to impose Christianity on Indians because they expected outright resistance to attempts at conversion. The solution, Viswanathan argues, was English literature. Officially secular, this literature could transmit Christian morality and the superiority of the imperial social order without explicitly imposing an alien religion.22 The curriculum was then brought back home as a way of socializing English readers into an enthusiasm for national and colonial rule. Later, U.S. literature entered the curriculum for similarly nationalist ends: in the 1920s, scholars concerned about the marginality of American literature began to celebrate the work of U.S. writers. By the 1950s, American literature had become a weapon in the cultural armory of the Cold War.23 Thus the particular agendas of powerful institution builders led to a nationalist organization of literary studies. But what is relevant here is that those agendas have continued to shape the study of literature into our own time. Although scholars in the past few decades have succeeded in exposing the ideological roots and narrow confines of national literatures, the curricula of English departments typically remain organized around nations. Indeed, despite the fact that many—if not most—of us practicing literary criticism feel a distaste for nationalist and imperialist agendas, and understand literatures as transnational formations that include multiple languages and geographies, the institutional patterns of nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century English departments persists.
Why is this? The new institutionalists describe a phenomenon they call “path dependency”: “the idea that once institutions are formed, they take on a life of their own.” Once an institution has “started down a track, the costs of reversal are very high.”24 These costs make it impractical and sometimes unfair to make major institutional changes. For example, we might hold onto the model of national literatures in the classroom because we have concerns about undergraduates studying for the GREs, or because we feel anxious about graduate students on the job market; we might feel constrained by our own limited knowledge, which has been shaped by a pattern of training organized around national literatures; we might struggle against bureaucratic structures that make it difficult to work across languages and university departments; and we might rely on the convenience of a shared set of texts that allows us to conduct scholarly debate within national fields. Over time, institutional patterns become increasingly entrenched, and allow the nation to endure as an institutional organizing principle of English studies, despite the fact that most of us have lost faith in it.
Path dependency also explains the strange staying power of periodization in the field. Even when the New Criticism was in its heyday, the vast majority of courses and new hires in English departments continued to be organized around historical periods. The entrenchments of the curriculum allowed the old historicist forms to persist so long, in fact, that when new historicism came into fashion it could simply slip itself into the old period containers without having to rearrange English departments in any comprehensive way.25 These days, although scholars can generate forceful critiques of tidy period boundaries, we continue to make hires, organize scholarship, and teach in most of the same period categories the field employed fifty years ago.
In short, particular institutional forms endure. They can remain relatively intact for a long while, even well after they have begun to feel obsolete. This conclusion has strange consequences for periodization. The new institutionalists contend that multiple, semiautonomous institutions structure our experience. If these various institutions have emerged out of different cultural circumstances, and if they remain relatively stable over time, then the different cultural circumstances that shaped those institutions actually persist in the form of the institutions themselves. What this means is that far from organizing social time into discrete periods, institutions effectively compel us to live in multiple temporalities at the same time. For example, we who work in English departments live in nineteenth-century imperial time and twentieth-century Cold War time when we teach national literatures. We live in medieval monastic time when we follow a daily class schedule. And even the academic timetable is an amalgam of historical moments: as Foucault argues, eighteenth-century factories, prisons, and schools borrowed the patterns of monastic time so that ordinary people might learn to regulate themselves for the efficient ends of a disciplinary society. The winter break is older than any of these, a cyclical ritual that reaches back beyond the early Christians to pagan celebrations of the winter solstice. But it is not only the academic timetable that borrows from multiple temporalities. When we collect our pay stubs, we are working in a late-nineteenth-century bureaucracy; when we petition the dean and then the provost, we are calling up an eighth-century model of monastic administration; when we attend conferences and symposia, we are drawing on institutional traditions that range from ancient drinking parties to assemblies of dissenting church delegates; when we open up our computer desktops, we are using a twenty-first-century technology, but one that itself swallows up and incorporates a whole range of technologies used by earlier generations: the writing desk, the file cabinet, the typewriter, the calculator, the balance sheet, the messenger boy, the postal system, and the photography lab, among others. When we think of academic life, then, are we living in ancient times, or in the eighth, fifteenth, eighteenth, nineteenth, twentieth or twenty-first centuries? Add to this mix that none of us live solely in the academic institution, but are likely to have daily experiences of such institutional formations as the marketplace, kinship, religion, media culture, and the state, all of which are constituted by their own multiple and conflicting temporalities. I want to suggest that attempting to grasp our own historical situatedness in terms of a distinctive period makes no sense at all.
One might conclude quite simply, of course, by saying that these temporal patterns make clear how much the present is shot through with traces of the past and thus give us a compelling reason to study history. Or one might end with the claim that our own, specifically postmodern era is characterized by precisely this mix of cultural and historical anachronisms. But I want to make three quite different claims about the temporality of institutions.26
My first claim is that no cultural period is temporally discrete or coherent. By definition, as we have seen, institutions last. And if the initial, particular, local circumstances that give rise to each institution endure with the very survival of that institution, then they cannot be so particular or local after all. They travel through time precisely by virtue of the fact that they are institutionalized. Paradoxically, that is, institutions both preserve and violate the specificity of cultural situations. Moreover, since multiple institutions coexist, their local, particular points of origin also coexist. And so the temporal infrastructure of a society is composed of the mixing together of different points of origin that coexist as enduring institutional forms.
My second claim is that since institutions are not static structures but relatively consistent reiterations of norms and practices, they necessarily follow temporal rhythms. Patterns of institutional time might involve repetitive rituals—from religious observances to starting guns to patterns of clocking in and clocking out. Each institution follows its own tempo or set of tempos, repetitive patterns of enactment that reconstitute the institution in and through each iteration. It is in fact precisely repetition that preserves the legitimacy, stability, and autonomy of institutions. Thus one might say that institutions are literally brought into being by marking time—by reviving past forms and preserving them for the future in patterns spaced closely enough to enact continuity. And yet, since institutions also coexist with one other, together they end up overlaying numerous tempos. As a result, in their constant overlapping and juxtaposition, institutions both reinforce and unsettle temporal patterning: they necessarily mark time in the form of repeated practices that make them recognizable as discrete institutions, but together they jumble and superimpose incommensurable rhythms.
My third point is that since institutions persist and survive through repetition—through the citation of rules and the performance of practices—they are never present as such. They are materialized across time, through performative processes that cite prior events in every moment of their instantiation. Two kinds of time operate here: not only do institutions constantly cite earlier institutionalized patterns, but they also themselves exist as shuddering, flickering repetitive performances. Thus they cannot ever be grasped as present—they cannot be tied to any particular present, and they take place in processes of becoming such that no moment finds them fully present.
I hope it is becoming clear how the strange tempo of institutions could point to a joining of New Critical, structuralist, and poststructuralist methods. Like a New Critic, I am seeking to pay attention to the subtlest of formal patterns—such as rhythms and repetitions—as they overlap and produce complex effects; like a structuralist, I am looking at those repetitive patterns in the social world, not simply in aesthetic objects, and I recognize that patterns recur across places and times; and like a poststructuralist, I am aware that the patterns of institutional time mark plays of presence and absence, of deferral and dissolution. All three threaten the historical particularity so prized by recent critics because they invite us to focus on recurrence across time, on repetitive tempos of experience that endure well beyond local moments. Thus a broadly formalist analysis of what underlies the social world—its basic infrastructure—reveals a tangle of heterogeneous temporalities.
One might object that this is hardly a new insight: we all know that multiple institutions structure social experience, and that they do so in complex and often contradictory ways. What historicist scholars do so successfully, one might say, is to isolate the novelty or dominance of a particular institutional formation—a new law, or an increasingly widespread pattern of social relationships—and to trace its specific impact on cultural experience. But this justification only returns us to the problem of form. The practice of isolating a particular structuring pattern and tracking its shaping force is a formalist act—an act of abstracting from the messy chaos of experience to a single shape as it repeats itself across multiple sites.27 Faced with the vast and untidy muddle of social experience, literary and cultural critics routinely, if implicitly, turn to form as a necessary route to apprehending even the most situated of historical experiences. This claim matters because the abstraction of form has so often been taken to be antithetical to the most frequently articulated methods and aims of a situated historicism.28 And this opposition is surely not wrong. Institutions outlast individual participants and the shocks of external circumstances precisely because their ways of imposing order, their norms and routines, recur across historical moments.
In short, an infrastructuralist reading of social institutions shows that they are not nearly as successful at shaping social time as the dominant historicist model so often presumes. By virtue of their own complex and overlapping tempos, institutions do not—indeed, cannot—organize coherent historical periods. Even our own institutionalized concept of form emerges not out of a single historical moment but out of complex, overlapping, and crisscrossing institutionalizations.29 Thus an infrastructuralist analysis prompts us to reflect on the continuing dependence of scholars on repetitive forms drawn from entrenched institutionalized patterns, and it invites us to see that the very terms of our own knowledge depend on forms that recur across time—from period containers and national literatures to class schedules. Finally, then, the critique of transhistorical, formalist reading practices on the grounds that they are too timeless or abstract is perhaps an act of bad faith, a neglect of the enduring and repetitive patternings that always and necessarily structure the institutional knowledge, as well as the knowledge of institutions, so foundational to English studies.
Institutional Beginnings
I have argued that the recurrence of institutional forms necessarily violates the presumption that institutions give shape to historical time. And yet, one might object, even if institutions last, it is clear that they begin in particular places and times and their impact can be located at their time of inception. Just as the form of the nation starts to organize English studies in the nineteenth century, so the form of companionate marriage comes to dominate domestic arrangements in Britain around 1830. Both of these organizing principles last well beyond the time of their origin, but one might insist that their moments of institutionalization can be isolated as clear and important beginnings.
But are institutional forms ever altogether new? I would contend that they are always already borrowed or adopted from other institutions. If this claim does not seem immediately persuasive, we can see its logic at work in one of the most influential texts for historicist scholars: Michel Foucault's Discipline and Punish. Foucault has not only been an extraordinarily influential thinker on the question of institutions in literary and cultural studies; as a result of his insistence on locating specific institutions in particular historical moments, he has also been called the field's “most notorious periodizer.”30 But a look at Discipline and Punish suggests that the great periodizer was also fascinated by processes of diffusion across time and space, processes by which institutional forms spread beyond their initial contexts. The text concentrates significant attention on the ways that institutions borrow and adopt strategies from other times and places and put them to new ends. The minute and highly specified practices of comparing and judging that are so crucial to disciplinary institutions, for example, borrow from judiciary mechanisms that go back at least as far as ancient Rome: “drawing on a series of very ancient procedures,” Foucault writes, such practices “create… a new functioning of punishment.”31 Even more memorably, the enclosed, segmented space of Bentham's panopticon draws on seventeenth-century plans for partitioning cities caught in the grip of a plague. “On almost every occasion,” Foucault explains, disciplinary strategies “were adopted in response to particular needs: an industrial innovation, a renewed outbreak of certain epidemic diseases, the invention of the rifle or the victories of Prussia.”32 But far from remaining local and particular, they soon circulate from army to school to factory to prison.
Why do small, local techniques of discipline begun in one institution spread to others, often incredibly quickly? To use my own term, it is a capacity inherent to form. That is, techniques spread not because of any coherent plan or ideology but because they are efficient ways of organizing the social world. Patterns of organization, arrangements of bodies, spaces, and objects—such as the shape of the dormitory or the schedule of the monastery—travel from one institution to another, from one time to another, precisely because they can function in more than a single context; they are useful ways of organizing heterogeneous materials that crop up here and there, now and then, whenever they are needed. This transhistorical capacity is what makes form seem suspicious to those critics committed to particularity, but it is exactly this generalizability and repetition that particular institutions depend on as they respond to specific and local pressures.
This point should not be limited to Foucault's analysis of the prison—or even to modernity more generally. Social forms, I would argue, never begin anywhere in particular. We can find hierarchies and enclosures, triads and binaries, rows and circles, inclusions and exclusions, in most social arrangements—ancient and modern, western and nonwestern. Indeed, any culture organized by multiple institutions, as surely all cultures are, has the potential to produce these jumbled institutional landscapes.33 The pervasiveness of such social forms across time and space was what guided structuralist analysis, and although poststructuralist thinkers have persuasively unsettled arguments for structural relationships as closed and coherent systems, the sheer cross-cultural existence of those patterns identified by the structuralists—inside and outside, high and low, masculine and feminine—remains all too clear.34
Institutional Control
Even if we abandon our quest for the starting points of institutional forms, we may still want to focus on the particular moments when they come to dominate social landscapes. We care about the form of the nation or companionate marriage because in certain moments these are such forceful and restrictive organizing principles that they seem to leave little room for resistance or alternatives. There is no question that some institutions exert more power at certain times than at others: the Catholic Church dominated medieval Europe in a way that it cannot continue to do today. Regardless of their moments of origin, then, we might insist that certain institutions shape historical periods through the fact of their dominance.
Discipline and Punish is again exemplary in this respect, since it identifies a coherent period of disciplinary power, comprising formal tactics that come together into a single frightening regime, the monolithic era of the “carceral.” However, I want to suggest that Foucault conflates the dominance of certain institutions with their power to impose order. That is, he suggests that the patterns of discipline come together in such a powerful and pervasive way that they are capable of altogether suppressing alternate organizing principles. Bourdieu, similarly, imagines the convergence of institutional forms into a “homologous habitus, such as those that underlie the unity of the life-style of a group or class.”35 I would argue, by contrast, that multiple, contemporaneous, semiautonomous institutions coexisting in a jumbled social landscape bring into play so many different institutional forms encountering and dislocating one another that even relatively insignificant forms, imported from strange times and places, can end up disrupting the most oppressive of disciplinary formations.36 To focus on the forms of institutions is to uncover a social world organized not by the conscious choices of powerful groups or by controlling ideologies but by relatively invariant patterns of recurrence—hierarchies, routines, habits, and rules—each of which follows a logic of its own but may come into conflict with the patterns of other institutions. Even a squash game, in this account, might unsettle the routines of the nation-state.
If this claim sounds overdramatic, it has some proponents among the new institutionalists. Sociologist Marc Schneiberg, for example, challenges the commonplace that even the most powerful of institutions—national capitalisms—are discrete and powerfully coordinated systems. Focusing on U.S. capitalism from the nineteenth to the twentieth centuries, he foregrounds the surprising variety of “forms”—his word—that operate within capitalism. These forms, sometimes holdovers from previous eras, sometimes models brought by immigrants from overseas, presented alternative possibilities for organizing economic relationships, some of which took root and enabled viable economic arrangements other than the liberal-market model within U.S. capitalism. Schneiberg contends that even single social institutions are composed of a motley variety of forms, which are capable of generating internal frictions, borrowings from other institutions, and building blocks for alternative orders. The formal “flotsam and jetsam” on the path of institutions always troubles simple stories of institutional domination and ascendancy.37
This model allows us to see how minor forms might unsettle their major counterparts. Let's imagine a regular game of squash, for example, played between a couple of high-ranking treasury officials. Conventionally, squash is a highly competitive game, and its pattern of one-on-one rivalry might well jar against a need to work cooperatively and supportively on a particular job. The two participants could find themselves carrying their competition over into the workplace in ways that would derail their cooperation, or they might find themselves constraining their squash game in the interests of preserving workplace—and national—harmony. In this case, the collision of two social forms, one competitive and the other cooperative, one major and one minor, generates potentially unpredictable and far-reaching effects.
To my mind, the most persuasive case for this model of institutional heterogeneity and permeability comes not from scholarship or theory, but from fiction. HBO's television series The Wire generates its plot out of complex encounters among institutions.38 The series foregrounds the ways that the formal patterns of institutions overlap, clash, and reroute one another, such that no single institution can dominate the social world. The sharpest dramatic tensions appear when characters are caught between institutional forms, such as when Stringer Bell is caught between Avon Barksdale's warrior organization and the business model he has adopted from corporate practice, or when D'Angelo Barksdale is poised to choose between his family and the law. Organizing itself around such encounters, The Wire approximates an infrastructuralist analysis of the social world. I will conclude, then, by using The Wire briefly to address the question of periodization and the tempo of institutions.
Let me point to three formal elements that define institutional time in The Wire. The first is replaceability. The Wire repeatedly shows that when individuals die, get fired, or go to jail, they can be replaced by others, whether in the police bureaucracy, the drug trade, or even the family. Most of the choices made by The Wire's characters—from city-council members to kids on the street—are strategic attempts to retain their positions or occupy a higher rank on the social ladder. The police in The Wire complain that death and jail can never put an end to the drug trade because the dealers are endlessly replaced; since this means that their own jobs will never be done, they too are endlessly replaceable. This pattern of endless surrogation suggests that neither the drug trade nor law enforcement is historically specific. That is, these instituitons do not belong to a single cultural moment, because their participants empty and then refill positions in a system, and so stretch the institutions themselves across historical moments. What The Wire points to first, then, is the endurance of institutional forms across time through repetition and substitution.
Second, The Wire reveals the social world as an impossibly complex assemblage of temporalities. The series superimposes routine police assessments of crime statistics on top of annual political campaigns on top of the social promotion of schoolchildren on top of the territorial battles of drug dealers on top of daily newspaper deadlines. Each institution has its own temporal rhythms and its own patterns of performance. And together they suggest the impossibility of capturing the specificity of any single moment, since each institution cites and recites past patterns, and as it meets other institutional forms, their overlapping rhythms produce a social time that could never be anything but snarled and scrambled. In fact, it is often impossible to determine whether the events represented are sequential or simultaneous—impossible to deduce fabula from sjuzhet. The Wire thus defies attempts at chronological synopsis and so resists attempts to capture an integrated chronological time.
Third, The Wire foregrounds the ways that the formal patterns of institutions overlap, clash, and borrow from one another; and in this complex multi-institutional environment no single individual or institution is capable of dominating the social world or even determining its own course of action. In season 3, for example, Western District Police Commander Bunny Colvin has been suffering through regular “Comstat” meetings, where the bosses, feeling pressure from the mayor's office to reduce crime, pass this pressure on to their underlings. Colvin decides to create zones where drugs can be bought and sold without police interference. But he faces a problem: he needs to convince the dealers that they should leave their corners and start selling drugs in the zones. They are suspicious of a trap, and the youngest dealers see no reason to listen to the police. So Colvin decides to borrow the very institutional tactics that have been used against him: he rounds up what he calls the drug trade's “middle management,” and says he will “comstat their asses”—put pressure on them to get the dealers into the zones.39 This transfer of institutional forms succeeds, and a bunch of corner kids suddenly find themselves with time on their hands, which sends them into another institution—a boxing gym that has the support of local politicians and ministers and that also, ironically enough, has been made possible by a large donation from drug kingpin Avon Barksdale. In short, institutional tactics borrowed from the police bureaucracy end up transforming the drug trade, and the young drug dealers end up in a church- and government-sanctioned institution enabled by nothing other than the drug trade. Ultimately, the press unravels Colvin's experiment, and the scandal helps to bring down the mayor himself. Colvin's small-scale adoption of the very institutional forms that the mayor has used to protect his own position thus come to change the course of city politics. In the process, the police force, the drug dealers, local, state, and national politics, the boxing ring, the churches, and the press have become so thoroughly entangled that they can only transform and redirect each other's practices.
Indeed, even within a single institution—such as the police department—different institutional forms organize official action, but they are not homologous forms, and so forms such as partnerships, units, and the “chain of command” often collide, working against one another. A crucial part of the plotted tension of the first season, for example, revolves around the question of whether Lieutenant Daniels will seek his own promotion, pleasing his bosses at the expense of the drug case, or choose instead to value his detectives’ work, pursuing the investigation and risking his career. But importantly, it is not just Daniels’ choice that is involved here. Carver, one of his underlings, is secretly reporting all of his lieutenant's choices to the Deputy of Operations, thereby securing his own promotion while undermining the success of the case. Meanwhile, Jimmy McNulty is constantly challenging Daniels’ authority by investigating the case in his own way, typically dragging his partner Bunk Moreland into the process by invoking the value of the peer partnership over the chain of command. None of these characters—not even the renegade McNulty—actually chooses to work outside of the bureaucracy altogether. Rather, each favors one aspect of bureaucratic organization over others. In the process, they come into conflict in ways that are enabled by precisely the bureaucratic structures that also frustrate them. Thus even a single institution emerges in The Wire as an incoherent overlapping of institutional forms that work against each other as much as or more than they work together.
Watchers of The Wire will know that collisions within and among institutions do not lead to a liberated society freed from the restrictions of hierarchy, privilege, or power. But the series does make it clear that the operation of power is far too complex to assign to any single institution—race, class, the law, the family, or the nation-state. Indeed, far from an ideologically coherent society, with power lodged in the hands of a few, The Wire gives us a society constantly unsettled by the bewildering and unexpected effects of clashes among institutional forms.
The Wire thus takes us a step beyond Foucault. Like Discipline and Punish, it urges us to attend to the specific forms of particular institutions, to their rhythms and practices, but unlike Foucault's narrative, with its telos of convergence and integration, The Wire demands that we read multiple institutions for their discrepant temporalities, their multiple speeds, their replication over long stretches, and their unpredictable shifts and disruptions of one another's power.
The Wire also takes us beyond those historicist studies which isolate the impact of a single social institution to show how it organizes temporal experience. Even when we start with the particular, the local—say, the city of Baltimore in the year 2007—the city's institutions turn out to be composed of enduring, citational, crisscrossing transhistorical patterns which necessarily violate their own situatedness. What The Wire suggests, then, is that if we want to describe the basic infrastructure of a particular, local site, what we find is a vast variety of chaotically overlapping, repetitive social forms that extend from multiple pasts and replicate themselves, indefinitely, into unpredictable and distant futures. Periodization, so usefully clarifying and simplifying, is one such institutionalized form, borrowed from the past and very likely here to stay, despite its crucial failure to describe the complex and conflicting tempos of social institutions.
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 How Periods Erase History
 GERALD GRAFF
About the Author
1Though it was many years ago, I remember very clearly the class that gave me my first inkling that periods erase history. It was the late 1960s and I'd recently been hired by the English department at Northwestern University. I was teaching the nineteenth-century-British quarter of a six-quarter survey of the history of English and American literature, the kind of literary-history sequence that many departments still required for the English major. On this particular day we were discussing George Eliot's 1859 novel Adam Bede. Recalling that Pride and Prejudice, despite its 1813 publication date, had been required in the previous quarter of the sequence, presumably as a transitional work that expressed an essentially eighteenth-century sensibility, I asked my class how Austen's and Eliot's novels reflected their different periods.
I called the class's attention particularly to the climactic passage in Adam Bede in which Adam, evidently speaking for Eliot as much as for himself, declares to his beloved Dinah that “feeling's a sort o’ knowledge.”2 “What do you think Jane Austen would have said about Adam's statement?” I asked. Silence. “I mean, do you think Austen would agree? Is ‘feeling's a sort o’ knowledge’ a plausible summary of the underlying message of Pride and Prejudice?” More silence, an oil painting, with numerous brows now furrowing. “Well, uh, you all did read Pride and Prejudice last quarter, right?” Assenting nods, but still no break in the silence. In short—the kind of moment that makes me panic and start talking compulsively, telling the class everything that I'd planned to elicit through discussion.
The answer I was fishing for was that for Austen feeling, far from being “a sort o’ knowledge” as it is for Eliot, is the great obstacle to knowledge, the source of blindness that her characters have to struggle to overcome by exercising reason and good sense. More broadly, I was hoping to tease out the idea that a shift in sensibility had taken place between Austen and Eliot, a shift that could be read in their novels and whose influence might still be seen in the let-it-all-hang-out ethos of the 1960s we were living in.
Particularly striking was the palpable uneasiness that came over the class when asked about something they had studied the previous quarter. There was a trace of annoyance in it, as if I'd somehow violated a tacit understanding that whatever had gone on in a previous semester was no longer in play. The implication was that they'd finished with the eighteenth century and however Austen did or did not reflect it, so why drag all that back out into the open?
At first I blamed the students. How could they major in English and not feel responsible for acquiring the rudimentary literary history called for by my question? How could they be so mindless as to dismiss what they'd studied in another course as irrelevant to what they were studying in mine? Later I blamed their previous teachers for not giving them what they should have known about Austen. And still later I blamed myself. I had not taught them the literary history I'd asked about, so why should I have expected them to know it? The more I thought about the incident, however, the more I concluded that the problem it exposed couldn't be blamed on either the students or on individual instructors. I became convinced that the problem was a structural and institutional one that couldn't be rectified by better individual teaching, much less by smarter interpretations of texts or better theorizations of history and literature. I now think that my students’ silence—like many such classroom silences—was symptomatic of a structural problem with the kind of literary education we provided then and still provide today. Ultimately—and this is the argument I am making here about how periods erase history—my students’ silence reflected a problem with the way schools and colleges organize literary studies, a problem not with periodization or period courses as such but with the failure to connect them.
Once I stopped blaming my students and their teachers, and got over the shame and humiliation at teaching a lousy class, I started to think about how my students might have perceived my questions. Rethinking the class from their imagined perspective forced me to realize that I had no idea how literary history had been presented to them not only by their earlier instructors in the sequence, but by other literature courses they had taken in college or high school. It's true that in my department there were regular staff meetings for the instructors in the sequence, but these had addressed only a limited set of questions, mostly about how we taught individual works. The more I pondered, the more I realized that I had little idea what my students may have been taught about literature and literary study at all. All I knew was that they had taken the three courses in the sequence that had chronologically preceded mine, but this information told me little about the picture they had received of what it meant to read texts historically, if they had received any picture at all.
I reflected that, for all I knew, my students might have been told by some of their teachers that historical reading was overrated or irrelevant. It was the 1960s, after all, and antihistorical sentiments of different kinds were being voiced both by the counterculture and the New Critics. And in the humanities it was not only the New Critics but many traditional humanists as well who saw the historical study of literature as at best the concern of narrow professional specialists and at worst a betrayal of liberal education, which was properly to be concerned with literature's timeless truths and values rather than its local relevance to time and place. And even though it would be several decades before postmodern skepticism would challenge the validity of all “totalizing” conceptions of cultures and historical periods, notions like the “Spirit of the Age” and the idea that literary texts reflected it had already come to seem antiquated and reductive. In short, I had assumed unproblematically that the historical shift that Austen and Eliot reflected was crucial to understanding their novels, but quite possibly my students had seen this assumption debunked by other instructors, if it had been mentioned at all. And what about my question about whether “feeling's a sort o’ knowledge” was “a plausible summary of the underlying message of Pride and Prejudice?” Again, my students could well have been warned by other teachers—it was another New Critical mantra—that looking for a message of any kind in a literary work marked you as a philistine or an ignoramus. Indeed, up to a point and in certain cases I myself would have agreed with such warnings against reducing complex literary works to simplistic messages, though I'd have also said (at the risk of confusing my class) that the messages in literary works aren't generally simplistic. Finally, some of my students may have been confused by my teaching tactics, since I'd asked them the kind of question that, as some colleagues were starting to say, teachers should never ask, one that has a predetermined correct answer in the teacher's mind. Some colleagues had also begun telling students that there are no right answers, just good questions, something I also believed up to a point. In short, the more I thought about the questions I had asked my class, the more I realized that every one of them expressed assumptions about literature, literary history, and intellectual work that their other teachers may have failed to support or contradicted.
It began to dawn on me that my ignorance about what my colleagues did in their courses—which was probably matched by their ignorance of what I did in mine—was not accidental but systematic, and that it may even have served a purpose. If we knew very little about one another's teaching perhaps it was because we didn't want to know. Maybe the walls of our classrooms protected us from knowing things about one another that we were better off not knowing since more knowledge might lead to embarrassing conflicts. And perhaps the period divisions that had dictated our hiring and kept us in our places served to prevent conflicts as well. I'm not the first to notice that academic departments operate on a kind of unspoken laissez-faire treaty according to which we politely agree to leave each other alone—that is, I won't mess with your century if you don't mess with mine. It followed from this live-and-let-live arrangement that questions about how we should teach or study literature were not considered the business of the department at all, but a private matter that each faculty member would figure out separately. In other words, questions about how we should help our students think historically about literature (or whether we should try to do so at all) were ones that we would all figure out on our own. What this really meant, I surmised, was that we liked to assume we had left behind the snobbishly elitist literary culture of a bygone era: if you were cut out to be a member of our club, you would already know the answers to these kind of questions; if you have to ask about them or want to have a departmental discussion of them, you probably should consider some other line of work.
I too appreciated the convenience of not having to wrangle with my colleagues over questions about how (or whether) to teach literary history as well as the freedom to figure such matters out on my own. The problem, however (as I only dimly discerned at the time), was that leaving these issues up to individual faculty members really meant leaving it to our students to figure out such matters on their own. Which really meant our students had to figure us out on their own, that is, to figure out what less-than-transparent things like “English” and “literary studies” meant.
And as if that task was not daunting enough, we exposed our students to radically mixed messages about how literary study was practiced as they went from one course and instructor to the next. I had hardly been aware of the contradictory ideas my students encountered as they went from my course to other literature and humanities courses, not to mention to courses in the sciences or in business. I reflected (again only dimly at first) that my experience as an instructor had made me “courseocentric,” to coin an admittedly ugly word. My experience was so circumscribed by my own courses that it was easy to be oblivious to the probability that my most cherished assumptions were contradicted, if not ridiculed, in my students’ future courses. Conveniently, my very ignorance of what went on in other courses protected me from having to worry about any of that.
My students, however, didn't have the luxury of tuning out other instructors, and they had therefore developed their own protective form of courseocentrism. I am thinking of the familiar practice, which my colleagues and I often complained about, in which students psyched out their successive teachers by giving each of us whatever we seemed to want even when it contradicted what the previous instructor wanted. For many of my students, serially attempting to satisfy my and my colleagues’ expectations—and believing they could figure out what these were despite the interference produced by the mixed messages—had taken the place of education, if education meant being socialized into an intellectual community instead of jumping through hoops.
To put the point another way, it was as if the disconnect among instructors was being reproduced in a disconnect between faculty and students; that is, our opacity to one another rendered us, as an institution, collectively opaque to them. In short, virtually regardless of what or how each of us as individuals teach, the disjunctive way students experience our courses tends to negate our efforts to teach students to think historically, or indeed to enter the intellectual world.
All this helped explain my nagging feeling that there was something hollow about the premise that period sequences of the kind I've described really do impart a sense of literary history. As I would argue in Professing Literature, in such period sequences students did not read literature historically so much as read isolated texts New Critically in chronological order.3 I speculate that literary-history education fell into the abyss between period courses—between the English eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, in the case of my anecdote—or has been erased by our curricular mixed messages. The disjunctions that my students experienced from one semester to the next also broke the continuity between courses being taken in the same semester. Since my students had studied Austen and Eliot in separate courses that didn't connect, the contrast between the writers and their periods dropped out of sight, explaining why they acted as if my question had broken an unwritten rule. When such courses are not connected, students tend to experience periods as independent and self-contained and thus lose sight of the continuities and contrasts between them. But since we define and distinguish a period to begin with by its contrast and continuity with other periods, studying it in isolation obscures even the period itself. In short, then, period courses don't just erase history—they erase periods.
All that I've been describing occurred back in what some of us see as the good old days when students were still required to take period courses in which they read canonical writers like Eliot and Austen, before the canon-busting onslaughts of theory and multiculturalism. Since the 1970s and 1980s, most departments have abolished required historical period sequences like the one I taught in, and for reasons I hope I've made clear I don't mourn their passing. Subsequently, many departments have sought to restore some historical coverage by requiring majors to take a minimal number of pre-1800 courses in order to balance their courses in modern or contemporary periods (courses they presumably will take without being required to). But since those students still experience premodern and modern literature in disconnected courses, only a few come away with a clear sense of what makes a work modern or premodern. We complain that students flock to modern courses voluntarily while having to be forced to study earlier periods, but we seem to take revenge on that fact by erasing the contrasts that would enable them to grasp whatever is modern about modernity. Students do, of course, form an impression of the differences between modern and premodern literature, but they do so largely on their own, without much help from their courses. As in many general education programs, where the relationship between the sciences and the humanities is not considered the responsibility of either the sciences or the humanities, the relationship between premodernity and modernity falls into the cracks between premodern and modern literature courses.
As we all know, the last generation has seen an explosion of New Historicist theories and forms of reading, but I would guess that for most college students who take literature courses, including most literature majors, the default approach to literature is still a weak version of the New Critical reading of isolated texts, though now probably without regard for chronological order. In my own view these new theoretical, historical, and social approaches have vastly enriched our studies, but these approaches often seem to have left most undergraduates so mystified and resentful that they serve to widen the gap between the high-achieving minority of students who become insiders to our methods and hip vocabularies and the silent, struggling, and alienated majority.
I have cast doubt on our institutional assumption that key questions about our work can be left to individual instructors, but that assumption may have had a certain plausibility when I started graduate school in 1959. Relatively speaking, the university and the academic humanities were still a more or less homogeneous club in which premises about how things were done went without saying. In retrospect one can see signs that this club and the consensus it enjoyed were already breaking up, as evidenced by the antagonisms in the fifties and sixties between insurgent New Critics and traditional historical scholars and editors as well as in the proliferation of unorthodox critical methods based in Freud, Jung, Marx, and others. Despite these symptoms of division, however—and they would soon be magnified by the radical dissentions of the midsixties—certain conditions gave the field of English a coherence and stability that made it seem to sit still for its students.
Not only did the canon of English and American literature have a rock-solid stability in those days, but so did the shape and content of the major periods. When I took my Ph.D. comprehensive examination in 1962, I knew that doing well required knowing only a small handful of the big overview books on each period, books that gave you the large scale frameworks for talking about the literature. The renaissance (I was allowed to exempt the medieval period) was E. M. W. Tillyard, A.O. Lovejoy, Douglas Bush, George Williamson, Rosemund Tuve, and Louis Martz; the seventeenth century was Basil Willey and Ruth Wallerstein; the eighteenth century was Willey, Lovejoy, Louis I. Bredvold, and Ian Watt; the romantics were M. H. Abrams and Walter Jackson Bate, and the Victorians were Jerome Buckley and Walter Houghton; American literature was Perry Miller, Howard Mumford Jones, F. O. Matthiessen, Leo Marx, and Richard Chase.
Furthermore, it was not just that the periods were well defined, but that a few schematic historical ideas still had enough shared currency to provide me with a connected sense of literary history. For me and many of my professors and fellow graduate students, it was above all the opposition between classicism and romanticism—summed up most prominently in Lovejoy's account of the Great Chain of Being and Abrams's of the transition from the neoclassical view of art as a “mirror” of nature to the romantic view art as a self-generating “lamp”— that linked the periods and provided a larger context for reading individual texts and classifying writers and movements. Starting with the seventeenth-century quarrel between the ancients and the moderns, the classic-romantic opposition had shaped the self-understanding of many of the writers themselves. And through the influence of the criticism of Matthew Arnold, T. S. Eliot, T. E. Hulme, the New Humanists, and the New Critics, the classic-romantic opposition still framed twentieth-century critical debates up through the 1960s—a fact exemplified, by the way, by several volumes of English Institute essays that helped me through my exams.
What happened to this classic-romantic opposition, which was so central to organizing the study of literature as late as the 1960s and then seems suddenly to have dropped off the radar? So far as I can tell it was never refuted or discredited—it seems just to have faded away sometime in the 1970s. If we look closely, we can still detect the traces of this opposition in Raymond Williams's work, particularly Culture and Society: 1780–1950, where romanticism has become the longing for the “organic culture” of the precapitalist past and the distinction between classic and romantic literature has morphed into a distinction between literature itself—whether classical or romantic—and the industrial-commercial anticulture that Percy Shelley described as an extension of “the selfish and calculating principle.”4 But for the most part the metanarrative that helped me connect the pieces of my literary education has vanished without being replaced. And at the same time as this metanarrative was disappearing, the number and kinds of works, authors, and traditions regarded as worth being taught were increasing and diversifying, shattering the relatively stable and limited curriculum of the 1960s.
Again, nobody should regret the shattering of the old consensus, which had been based on narrow and artificial restrictions on what had been thought to be worth studying and on genteel social values that were incompatible with democratic education. The problem lay not in the new diversity and unruliness of the field but in the failure to give students enough help in making sense of it. The mixed messages students encounter when they go from course to course today can only be far more confusingly disparate, contradictory, and mind blowing than they were under the relatively tame and limited curriculum I experienced as an undergraduate and graduate student. A student today can go from a literature course in which the traditional literary canon is treated as an unproblematic heritage to be passed on, to a course in the next hour in which that same canon is said to “inscribe” a clash of hegemonic and counterhegemonic discourses that must be ruthlessly “interrogated.” And since the two instructors are likely to use radically different terminologies, the students may not even recognize that they are talking about the same thing.
As liberating as these changes have been, there is a problem in the fact that the curricular structure that organizes literary studies is largely the same one that organized it in 1960—or for that matter in 1890. Though an avalanche of new texts, theories, interdisciplinary methods, and controversies have made our field far more challenging than it was a generation or so ago, we still rely on the old historical periods to give those studies whatever institutional shape they have, and those periods still retain a lock on our hiring.
To put it another way, we are saddled in the twenty-first century with a curriculum that still reflects the positivist view of history that was in force at the founding of the departmentalized university in the late nineteenth century. The faith at that time was that the sum total of the work of many individual investigators, each covering a small specialized area in their research, would add up to a coherent pyramid of knowledge and a coherent picture of literary history. This positivist faith in the ultimate coherence of an aggregate of individual research efforts became mirrored in the undergraduate curriculum, the assumption being that taking courses covering the major chronological periods would add up to an appreciation of the humanistic tradition in the student's mind. The faith, that is, was that the laissez-faire model of organization—I won't interfere with your courses if you don't interfere with mine—would produce something transparent and readable by both students and faculty. Again, then, it could be left to individuals to figure out the key questions about how to teach and study literature, so there was no need for faculties to discuss these questions.
As a consequence, we now have to come to conferences like this one to discuss such questions with our colleagues. It is as if conference culture has arisen to make possible the discussions that are felt to be too fraught and risky to have at home. We may be unlikely to discuss important questions about teaching or scholarship with a colleague from home unless we happen to run into that colleague at a conference. This complaint is not directed against any particular university, and though the structural disconnections I've been describing may be less severe at small colleges than at research universities, I have not seen any college that is immune to them. We simply have no institutional machinery for raising such questions on our home campuses, where doing so might actually change our practices for the better.
Of course, you may say, what else should we expect from a profession that rewards research and publication far more than teaching? Isn't it obvious that the absence of discussion about how to teach literature is a direct reflection of a reward structure that penalizes us for time spent worrying about anything but our next book or article? It's a familiar argument, but it doesn't wash. Departments may talk less, in fact, about how to research literature, write about it, and publish on it than about how to teach it. How we research and write about literature is also considered something we will all figure out on our own, a view that again means that it is something we'll just know if we are cut out to be members of the club. It is true that some enlightened departments now mentor junior faculty members, but the assumption still persists that once we are tenured we no longer need mentoring, an assumption frequently disproved (and one that I may be disproving as I speak!). We should all be thankful to Bill Germano for writing superb books like Getting It Published and From Dissertation to Book, but the very fact that these books had to be written and that they have appeared recently tells us something, I think, about the dearth of discussion at the local campus level about how and why we do what we do.5 Departmentally, “How do you write a book or article anyway?” has been as undiscussable a question as “How do you teach literature?” and the isolation we work in takes its toll as much on our research and publication as on our teaching. Hence the attraction of conferences, where we finally have someone to talk to!
Why do we avoid talking departmentally about these questions? Largely because we've been allowed to for so long that not discussing them has come to seem normal and even a prerogative of academic freedom. We have ways of confronting disagreements at conferences and in our publications—in fact in our writing we are, if anything, rewarded for courting and exploiting controversy, for going for the soft spots, if not the jugular. At home on campus, however, we have few means of negotiating disagreements intellectually. Rather, we neutralize our disputes administratively by staying in our courses, offices, and buildings, where we can't bicker.
Are there any forces on the horizon that could change the state of affairs I've described? I think so, but you may not like my answer if you haven't guessed it already. It's called “outcomes assessment,” and since I've already tipped my hand about my support of it, in an MLA Newsletter column last spring entitled “Assessment Changes Everything,” I won't repeat those arguments today.6 But since I received some flak for that column, I'll try to head some of it off here. I concede that there is indeed a lot of bad assessment taking place, some coming from obtuse assessment offices and some echoing the standardized testing imposed under the No Child Left Behind Act. My fear, however, is that bad assessment is going to discredit the valuable and necessary kind. At its best, and I've encountered considerable testimony that this best is often being achieved, assessment gets faculty members actually talking about what we should always have been talking about, not only what we do, but what our students get from us not just as individuals but as a collective institution.
In other words, outcomes assessment makes us rethink our practices from the point of view of our students—all of them, not just the A students. It forces us to see ourselves as outsiders see us without giving up what is valuable about our insider perspectives. Assessment forces us out of our courseocentrism by making us think of our courses as parts of a larger programmatic enterprise, a curriculum. This direction may not be agreeable to all of us, but it's the one in which I think we need to go. Since we manage to have real intellectual discussions at conferences like this one, why couldn't we have them at home?
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 Victorian(ist) Sentences: Synchronic Temporalities
 HELENA MICHIE
[Intro]
About the Author
The Victorians come toward us, costumed, along the time line laid out like a railway track that joins their milieu to ours. They belong to a narrative that begins in strangeness and ends on the threshold of our world. In late Victorian novels, phones ring to break through the contract of reading otherwise; with their familiar defamiliarizing shrillness come other sounds of other machinery, the sound of an age of machines. If at the beginning of the long almost-century marked out by the name and expanding body of the queen, the Victorians were a rural people, ruled by natural light, taking their journeys on foot or on fast coaches, by the end of it all they are in the chariot of history with us, rolling so fast and so far we can begin to imagine airplanes. Their hobbies become their professions, become our disciplines. We look back, as John Fowles did in the French Lieutenant's Woman, and suddenly the Victorians confuse the tenses with which we speak of them: we are in the realm, evacuated by deconstruction, of the always already. They were, always had been, were always suddenly sociologists, geologists, chemists. They discovered the alkaline dyes that enable us to imagine them in color.
And those colors sometimes hurt our modern eyes, offend our modern sense of taste. The Victorians, it seems to many of us, were a trifle odd about the color wheel. How in the exuberance of their dyeing did they come to think of violet and green, yellow and scarlet as beautiful, even natural, combinations for clothing and buildings? As they shook themselves into brightness—out of the age of natural dyes and natural light and into the artificial light that changed their lives and bodies into something like ours, lowering the age of menarche and transforming ideas of leisure time—they were at least for a while too bright, a little embarrassing.
But it is an embarrassment embarrassingly linked with love. Their leisure pursuits, for example, are comfortingly exotic: seaweed painting; the rearticulating of rodent bones into … rodents; the tiny worlds of their bell cases. We love their accidents, if not always their diseases, which tend to make us impatient (why did it take them so long to recognize that cholera was waterborne?). Crinoline fires, on the other hand—where the wearer of a crinoline brushing, it seems almost inevitably, by a fireplace could burst into flame without knowing it, without being aware of what went on at the circumference—fan the flames of our fandom. The fires were metaphors, we quickly add, of both bodily repression and global ignorance. We love it when they let us make metaphors. Historically, it has been their women, our Victorian women, with their leisure and their fires who are most satisfyingly strange: their middle-class women, so devoted to passing the time—or, as Florence Nightingale put it, being killed by it—that they produced the crinoline fires, heroine fevers, hysterias that make the age lovable and knowable.
We have had, sadly, to let go of certain things we knew about the Victorians, certain delicious embarrassments. We are no longer allowed to begin classes or conversations with the most charming and embarrassing of Victorian facts-we-thought-we-knew, the one about how they covered their piano legs with chintz so as not to be reminded of inconvenient bodily parts. Alas, this fact, like the one about Eskimos and their many names for snow, seems simply not to be true. We still have Queen Victoria (we will always have Queen Victoria) and her advice to “think of England,” but evidence from sources other than that famous sentence suggests that Victoria actually enjoyed sex with Albert, found him sexy, saved her more Victorian advice for others.
We have had to let many Victorian facts go, and many of them are (were) about sex. For a long fun time we were able to see Victorians, women and men, as either asexual or, better, repressed. We needed them to be asexual, to linger over their double standards in order to disguise or indict our own. But we have been subject to new histories, new historians. These are the Victorian rescuers, those pro-sex historians who point out that many Victorians believed a woman could become pregnant only after orgasm (hers). If this is true, doesn't it mean that they knew, that they approved, that they … the mind boggles. The sexless Victorian remains available to us, but this figure, in its male and female iterations, competes with other more knowing figures with whom we must now contend.
The Victorians are us. But perhaps only in the sense that they are just different enough. How then, in this historicizing age, with its own wildly conflicting commitments to sameness and difference, can we think or—and this is the topic of this paper—write about them? How do we form the words and sentences that describe them and their experiences? One way of thinking about this problem is, of course, through the term “Victorian” itself, whose adequacy is periodically debated and whose purview has been once again at issue in recent debates in the journal Victorian Studies, whose title and whose self-analytical project offers two words (and a compound term) on which to focus critical attention. Despite or perhaps because of the sophistication of recent critical interventions by Kate Flint, Amanda Anderson, Martin Hewitt, and Isabel Armstrong, among others, I will not be doing what perhaps I should given the theme of the conference that gave rise to these papers : interrogating the word “Victorian” or even the problematically capacious pronouns—the “they's” and “she's” with which the beginning of this paper has been peppered. I have resolutely resisted putting “the Victorians” in those comforting quotation marks that signify “our” own knowingness and suggest that we know enough to gauge the exact difference between then and now. The “scare quotes” of many essays like this one, the “air quotes” of a thousand deliverers of conference papers signaling difference, irony, and knowingness with their hands, are all-too-easy ways of announcing the sometimes agonizing, sometimes embarrassing, sometimes just plain funny play of sameness and difference. I will be looking at and using others. In this essay, I will be looking at other ways of signaling differences, at other signs of negotiating “our” (those scare quotes again!) distance from the Victorians.
Instead of focusing on periodization as a concept or on the reigning nouns that periodization offers, I will be focusing on the syntax of sentences about these nominal Victorians and at how academics—in particular literary critics or other scholars writing for interdisciplinary journals—embody ideas about history in specific syntactical forms. Although much of what I say is applicable to critical writing in general, in what has been for the profession of literary criticism a historicizing if not always historical age, I will be arguing that Victorianists may, for various reasons I discuss below, be particularly attracted by and susceptible to the specific syntaxes I discuss. Victorianists, in other words, may have a specific relation to history, to their objects of inquiry, and to syntax that is registered in the tenses, neologisms, and parallel structures of a specific kind of sentence I see everywhere in the field.
Historicist Sentences
My syntactical project can perhaps be best demonstrated in a sentence like the following:
This sentence-level project became visible to me as a response to three events in my professional life that unfolded together in 2003 and 2004: finishing my first archivally based book; planning and facilitating a conference called “Disciplinary Flashpoints” that was built around conversations between literary scholars and historians about the emotionally charged boundaries of their disciplines; and teaching an English department writing workshop for third-year graduate students who were all, in their various ways, absorbing the pressure—perhaps even the imperative—to “historicize” their work.1


All three of these activities involved becoming familiar with what might be called interdisciplinary—but what might more simply be called disciplinary—debates about the imaginary but institutionally powerful line that divides “literature” from “history.” Some of these flashpoints along that line have been addressed for at least twenty years by scholars working in both disciplines: the nature and sufficiency of evidence, the role of language and metaphor, the power of narrative, the relation between truth and fiction, the validity of casual explanations, and the possibilities and limitations of the archive. My interest is instead, or should I say additionally, in the sentence that embodies and is authorized by history, in its shape, its limits, its grammar of possibilities.
The sentence you have just read is one that I wrote to open an article. In its shape, length, position, and awkwardness it is an example of what I will be calling a historicist sentence, defined by its struggle to express, in the idiom of simultaneity, the relations among various moments in the form of a list brought together, authorized, and kept at a distance by a colon and a date. While different from sentences that explicitly invoke public history, it shares with other historicizing sentences its prominent position at the beginning of a work or section, its attempt to express in syntactical sequence two or more simultaneous events, and its outward movement from individual to context. Its somewhat clumsy use of dates and tenses might or might not have been visible at first reading: this is in part because we are used to such sentences and the professional, emotional, and temporal work they do, often as introductions or transitions into the real matter of a piece of writing. My point in quoting a piece of writing of which I am not particularly proud is to record the labor (and the laboring) of historicist sentences; while mine does not collapse into flagrant grammatical error, it avoids those errors by hard and visible work, holding a series of tenses in tension as it attempts to bring together a series of events with their own temporalities and contexts.
While historicist sentences are ubiquitous, as far as I can tell, in professional writing about many periods, they have, I think, a special place in Victorianist writing, in writing about the Victorian period. As my opening invocation of the special relation of Victorian subjects to our writing suggests, I find that many Victorianist historicist sentences embody elements of what Roland Barthes would call the mirror and the clown: the competing senses that Victorians were (some would say are) just like us, products of the industrial age, harbingers of the modern, and that they are, in some special way, exotic, slightly ridiculous, profoundly other.2 But I also want briefly to suggest that historicist sentences are in some important sense Victorian, that they come to us from the period within that range of dates (broadly speaking), that they address concerns that were very much on the minds of at least Victorian novelists, and that they may be found everywhere in a slightly different form in the Victorian novel. For this reason I will look, first, at two typical historicizing sentences from Victorian novels, and then at a series of sentences from recent Victorianist criticism in which history—in this case the history that marks the subject of the sentence as Victorian—is invoked and used as both authority and alibi.
As I indicated in the example of my own not-so-pleasing sentence, the foundational idiom of the historicist sentence is simultaneity. While much work on the rhetoric of history has focused on the diachronic and narrative aspects of historical writing as it is practiced by historians and nonhistorians, there has been startlingly little written on the writing that tries to embody the synchronic axis of history.3 Benedict Anderson, one of the few theorists of the synchronic,4 has famously identified as a relatively modern concept the idea of simultaneity, which he opposes to what he calls the “messianic time” of the medieval period. Messianic time is characterized by historical and historiographic concepts like prefiguration, which made it possible to imagine “a simultaneity of past and future in an instantaneous present.”5 Anderson goes on to describe our modern notion of simultaneity as a paradigm shift:
In such a view of things the word ‘meanwhile’ cannot be of real significance. Our own conception of simultaneity has been a long time in the making and its emergence is certainly connected, in ways that have yet to be well studied, with the development of the secular sciences…. What has come to take the place of the medieval conception of simultaneity-along-time is, to borrow again from Benjamin, the idea of “homogeneous, empty time,” in which simultaneity is, as it were, transverse, cross-time, marked not by prefiguring and fulfillment, but by temporal coincidence, and measured by clock and calendar.” (24)


Anderson has identified the act of novel reading as an exercise in simultaneity that provides among other things a sense of community and nation. As readers imagine themselves not as single readers of novels or newspapers, but as people engaged in simultaneous acts of reading, the idea of a nation becomes, according to Anderson, imaginatively possible. My focus is, of course, not immediately on nation but on history, although these ideas are complexly intertwined. The simultaneous, as Anderson describes it, makes for a thickness in time. Associated with specific kinds of historical writing—social history and the Annales school, for example—simultaneity must negotiate a syntax that by definition unfolds across the page according to the technique of sequential reading. It is no accident, then, that simultaneity puts pressure on syntax, a pressure that can erupt symptomatically at the point of parallelism, producing mistakes and neologisms.
The Victorian novel is full of such sentences, which often occur at a point of narrative switching from one plot to another. Let us start with the opening of chapter 19 of George Eliot's Middlemarch.
When George the Fourth was still reigning over the privacies of Windsor, when the Duke of Wellington was Prime Minister, and Mr Vincy was mayor of the old corporation in Middlemarch, Mrs Casaubon, born Dorothea Brooke, had taken her wedding journey to Rome.6


The passage announces simultaneity with the familiar subordinating conjunction “when.” It also announces and works with hierarchy as it moves down the scale of publicity and power from king to prime minister to mayor to wife. If we look more closely at the sentence, however, we begin to see that the temporal and spatial imperatives upon which the passage insists are subject to interruption. The temporal parallel is complicated by the use of a variety of tenses: “still reigning,” “was,” and the final “had taken.” The pluperfect “had taken her honeymoon” is a particularly intriguing choice of tense, especially since the ill-fated Casaubon wedding journey to Rome will be detailed in the simple unmarked past of the omniscient novel for the next two chapters, with none of the conventional signs of narrative flashback. The pluperfect is, of course, a hyperbolic past tense; Eliot may be signaling here that the Casaubon honeymoon was over before it began. It also, however, signals a past out of alignment; Dorothea's own history and her attitudes toward history—embodied for Eliot in “that city of visible history,” the Rome of the wedding journey—are out of step with public events while partaking in them.
We might note another kind of interruption. The movement between subjects is itself not completely smooth; the male figures are carefully aligned according to a process of status devolution, as king gives way to duke and then to mayor. However, the woman in the sentence, “Mrs Casaubon, born Dorothea Brooke,” is split into two; her insertion into this litany of subjects provokes a small but insistent chronological countermovement: she is Mrs. Casaubon, she was born Dorothea Brooke. The two names follow the devolutionary arc of the passage, but only as a result of breaking with chronology. Titles, then, are themselves subject to change and history, even and especially if they are titles of what, in the idiom of the last paragraph of Middlemarch, we might call “unhistoric” people.
The awkwardness of tense in this passage is echoed in a nominal awkwardness: the oddly pluralized word “privacies” of the first clause. The terminal s might alert us to the fact that the scandals of George's reign—however closely linked to activities indicatively private—were, in fact, a matter of public record and public conversation. “Privacies,” then, suggests precisely through its conspicuous awkwardness the uneasy link between private and public, between Dorothea's indicatively private life and the publicities of history managed through the conspicuous awkwardness of the sentence's parallel structures.
When Victorianists inherit Victorian historicist sentences, that inheritance is not only syntactical but ethical. Many historicist sentences in the Victorian novel use the idiom of simultaneity to remind readers of other characters and other worlds beyond the narrow and focalized world of the protagonist. This ethics of simultaneity might be registered in a hero's or, more often, a heroine's ignorance of the world beyond his or her purview. These sentences can move away from and toward individual protagonists in their journeys outward to a contextualizing history; both have their ethical pull. Take this sentence from the middle of Charlotte Brontë's Shirley, which begins well within the idiom of the marriage plot and with the potential courtship of Robert Moore and Shirley Keeldar:
[Robert Moore] seldom went to near Fieldhead; if he did, his visits were brief…. Meantime, the history of the year continued troubled; there was no lull in the tempest of war; her long hurricane still swept the continent. There was not the faintest sign of serene weather; no opening amid “the clouds of battle-dust and smoke,” no fall of pure dews genial to the olive; no cessation of the red rain which nourishes the baleful and glorious laurel. Meantime, Ruin had her sappers and miners at work under Moore's feet, and whether he rode or walked—whether he only crossed his counting-house hearth, or galloped over sullen Rushedge—he was aware of a hollow echo, and felt the ground shake to his tread.

While the summer thus passed with Moore, how did it lapse with Shirley and Caroline?7


The “when” of Eliot's sentence is replaced by the multiplot novel's resonant and characteristic “meantime,” as public history through an accretion of unabashedly purple clauses overshadows the individual characters in whom the reader is presumably emotionally invested. The use of “meantime” instead of, say, “in the meantime,” produces emphasis by a slight grammatical surprise, a shorthand for the power of simultaneity. If the unfolding of history makes the ground under Robert's feet “shake to his tread,” so does the accretive weight of the clauses and the modifiers with which they are swollen. The sentences buckle under the pressure of history, producing the kind of hyperbole Brontë eschews early in the novel, when her narrator firmly promises us a plain tale and not a romance—a tale, in the culinary idiom that dominates the novel, in which the reader is offered “unleavened bread with bitter herbs and no roast lamb” (5).
The hyperbolic prose of the “meantime” passage is not the only sign that the project of this sentence is too ambitious, its work of simultaneity too difficult. Mixed metaphors unfold in a series of competing temporalities: history, invoked by name and by status, unfolds in present, past, and future. The events of the year in question are presented, somewhat awkwardly, not as events but already as “the history of the year.” Both a genre marker—this is Brontë's first and only historical novel—and a concession to the power of events to disturb human temporalities, the phrase “the history of the year continued troubled” suggests and, indeed, produces a rupture in time, a series of discordant temporalities that finally cannot be contained, even with the repetition of “meantime” and the breaking of the sentence into two.
It would be easy to imagine that these sentences mark a passage from historical to individual time, from history to the marriage plot. But the transition, “while the summer thus passed with Moore,” and the invocation of Moore's experience in the third sentence suggest that history and the individual are more intimately linked. Moore not only hears the echo of history in a way presumably denied to Shirley and Caroline, but he embodies it, acts as its agent, however unwillingly, as the ground “shake[s] to his tread.” The more human-scale “while” of this sentence replaces the “meantime” of the first two, as the real comparison becomes not one between human and history but one between man and women. We return to private time and the marriage plot, but Robert brings the conflicting temporalities of history with him.
“Precisely at the Moment That”
I have said before that in our profession this is a historicizing age and that there has been—for the last twenty years, at least, although differentially according to field and period —a pressure to link one's literary work to a historical context. This has produced a series of compositional challenges to the form of the dissertation, the book, and the scholarly essay. As historicist scholars, or more particularly as historicist writers, we must decide how to integrate history on the level of overall architecture (a separate contextualizing section or chapter, opening paragraphs of individual sections?) and on the level of the sentence. There is a less elegant way to put this that is perhaps more faithful to the often inelegant act of composition: where do we put history? For Victorianists, the historical imperative can take on a distinct outline, partly because the recent history of the field has seen less investment in a small canon (for example, the period now includes a larger span of years) as well as a growing awareness of the particular relation to the sameness and difference that history embodies and about which I speak at the beginning of this paper. We also have in our mental library those sentences from Eliot and Brontë, from Trollope and Ward, from minor and major writers, and from other Victorianists that give form to the relationship between past and present and offer the authority and, indeed, the magic of history under the rubric of the simultaneous. How many of us have read, said, written, and sometimes deleted from our own work and from that of our students the generic sentence that begins, “It was precisely at the moment that …”? How many of us have advised graduate students about what makes for a legitimate historical connection only to fall back on (rough) notions of simultaneity whose arithmetic goes something like this: if two things happen in the same year, they are historically related; if a law is passed in a given year, all things that happen, say, two years earlier, when the law was being debated, can be related to that law. We can also invoke the law for a period of three (or is it ten?) years after its passage, when it is still being discussed, reacted to, socially negotiated. If the Matrimonial Causes Act was passed in 1857—an indisputable fact—then we can claim that bigamy novels written in the early 1860s react to and display “anxiety” about that act. If the Great Exhibition—that festival of the simultaneous—opened in 1851 and Bleak House was published in serial form from 1852 to 1853, then all the bric-a-brac, all the (separated) china shepherdesses and shepherds the novel contains—not to mention its sense of collectivity—must stem from Dickens's encounters with the Crystal Palace and, more generally, from the cultural preoccupation with the building and the event. Wai Chee Dimock calls this reliance on dividing time into numbered units a “numerical bias” and notes that
it is routine for us to seize upon one particular number—the date of a text's composition—and use it to set the limits of an analytic domain, mapping the scrutinized object onto a time frame more or less standardized. One year, five years, ten years: these are the numerical units we use, as a matter of course, when we try to contextualize. Defined this way, contextualization is based almost exclusively on synchrony.”8


Synchrony, or simultaneity, in this form produces familiar diagnoses: “anxieties,” “preoccupations,” something like a weltgeist. Simultaneity is the syntactic and epistemological alibi for cause and effect; the dates and clauses in which it is embodied provide the authority literary critics often feel they need from something vaguely but powerfully understood as the historical.
Dates and Alibis
The sentences from Victorianist scholarship that will be the focus of the rest of this essay come from three different contexts and are of three different kinds. Each, however, shares an ambition to realize (in the Victorian sense) two distinct temporalities, two distinct possibilities for the invocation of the simultaneous. While each example invokes and is structured by the possible simultaneity of events within the Victorian period, each offers distinct strategies for managing the further temporal negotiation required of the Victorianist: the tension between the time of the historical subject and its enunciation in the present. My first example, from literary critic Jonathan Grossman's The Art of Alibi, is in some ways the one most like a novelistic sentence, although it is propositional in nature. That propositional quality—the what if of imagining history—produces a distance from the Victorians in what is otherwise a sentence that works with and through an immediacy effect. The contrast between past and present is embodied in the use of verb forms and tenses—and particularly in the gerund that solidifies verb into noun. The second sentence comes from an article by James Elwick, a historian writing for Victorian Studies; compared to the Grossman sentence it seems more invested in producing distance between its Victorian subjects and its moment of enunciation. Elwick's use of simultaneity does not include a sense of a final, structuring simultaneity between utterance and subject: the use of dates in this sentence produces not immediacy but something like curiosity or exoticism. Finally, a sentence from Amanda Anderson's discussion of the term “Victorian,” also in Victorian Studies, provides a metaexample in which the sentence moves, as we follow its neologisms, between Victoria, Victorians, and Victorianists.
In The Art of Alibi, alibi is used as a gateway between literature and law, a way, as Grossman puts it, to acknowledge and allow for the “mounting of a realistic story narrated in a law court.”9 This, for Grossman, is the lay meaning of the term, which is “technically the legal plea of ‘elsewhere’” (24). Both definitions, then, have to do with simultaneity; the alibi is both a point where legal and narrative discourses meet and the word indicating that the accused criminal was doing something other than committing the crime in question at the same time as that crime was taking place. Grossman's first, historicist sentence can help us to see how a date can be productively used as an alibi in the colloquial (the OED calls it a “weakened”) sense: “Walking down the strand in 1871, one would come upon a massive, unprecedented construction project in the heart of London: the building of the Royal Courts of Justice” (1). Here the date appears at the end of the introductory phrase, before the subject of walking has resolved itself into the capacious “one.” Making use of the immediacy effect, this sentence invites the reader, as it were, on a walk. Despite, or perhaps because of, the temporal openness of walking, “1871” suggests a thing accomplished, something, in this case, having been built. The “building” of the courts of justice is not, however, a concrete noun but a gerund (or what is now called a verbal noun), indicating a process of building whose end might or might not be coterminous with December 31, 1871. Thus “building,” which as a concrete noun would denote accomplishment, here denotes a process without a textual end. In this sentence, which I have grown to love through continuous rereading, the date brings together and stabilizes at least three different verb forms: the conditional “would come upon;” the nominal “building;” and the past imperfect “were building.” The date 1871, or rather the act of imagining oneself walking in 1871, turns a complex and imperfect past into a definitive marker. If the building is only in process, the date connotes a professional accomplishment on the part of the architect of both building and sentence. This marker, ironically, becomes definitive only if we imagine that the speaker is positioned in time after—probably long after—1871, which in retrospect suggests completion: of a sentence, of an experience, of a thought, if not of a building. The sentence calls in two different directions and into two temporalities: we are invited to experience the past as if it is the present and, at the same time, to acknowledge it as past through the distance in time between the completion of the process of building and 1871.
I use the passage from The Art of Alibi not because I see in it an unusual degree of slippage between temporalities, but because I see in much Victorianist work, including my own, the use of dates to paper over the tension between various temporalities, some endemic to the Victorian period and others to our relation to it. In my next example of a historicist sentence, I consider the latter issue more carefully.
In an issue of Victorian Studies comprising papers from the second annual NAVSA (North American Victorian Studies Association) convention, in which many of the articles are devoted to challenging the ideas of periodicity and dating that have led to the persistence of the term “Victorian,” James Elwick begins his essay “The Philosophy of Decapitation: Analysis, Biomedical Reform, and Devolution in London's Body Politic, 1830–1850” with the following sentences:
On 28 March 1836 one Edward Rigby read an eccentric paper, later published in the London Medical Gazette, to the Royal College of Physicians. Entitled “On the Pathology of Decapitation,” it sought to explain the seemingly obvious problem of why decapitation causes a person's death.10


This historicist sentence is, of course, two sentences whose separation eschews parallelism in favor of a certain kind of suspense. We know from the beginning that Rigby's paper is “eccentric;” the second sentence tells us why. “Eccentric” in the first sentence and “seemingly obvious” in the second suggest a distance between the author and his subject, a distance readers are invited to share. The date at the beginning of the first sentence marks and indeed remarks that distance, its continental order (day–month–year) no doubt prescribed by the journal's editorial style, conveying Englishness and thus geographical as well as temporal remoteness.
The date also suggests specificity and singularity. The reading of the paper by the indicatively singular “one Edward Rigby” turns, as it were, singularity towards eccentricity and away from the center of Victorian culture. Rigby becomes, through the process of historical specification, an oddity. The rest of the paragraph—and the article—take up the perhaps self-imposed task of turning Rigby back. By the end of the efficient second paragraph, Rigby has become a representative of early Victorian scientific epistemologies.
We might, however, like to pause to think about what makes Rigby odd in the first place, and to what universe of oddness he belongs. All of us have probably at some point written a paper or taught a class whose implied theme was “those weird Victorians” and whose entertainment value came from the kind of apocryphal stories about Victorian hobbies and activities with which this essay begins. The anecdote about Rigby may be part of that genre. Especially when viewed through the lens of progressivist scientific narratives (and what other kinds are there?), those Victorians look pretty weird. When we move to the end of the paragraph, however, we are told that Rigby's talk, or perhaps the article based on it, was parodied in a rival journal. The distance between the reader and the early Victorians—represented by the date—diminishes as we realize that not all Victorians thought as Rigby did. Those other scientists writing in March or April or May (the notes do not say) of 1836 thought Rigby as odd as would the average reader in 2005.
But then, it seems, the wheel turns once again and Rigby was not—for his time— so odd after all. We are told that “despite this ridicule, a discourse of decapitation did indeed exist in London biomedical researches of the 1830s and 1840s.” And that discourse was “part of a deeper habit of scientific analysis, a belief that one could know an object or a system with certainty by separating it into its basic parts or elements” (174). Rigby is now part of a discourse, part of a deep epistemological structure—odd, perhaps, on the surface but in a more structural way representative of an important subculture of “the 1830s and 1840s.” Dates return to the text with an increased level of generality; the years that make up the two decades swamp the specificity of “26 March 1836,” flooding the reader with multiple potential instances of the discourse in question.
The decades invoked by “the 1830s and 1840s” (the phrase crops up throughout the paper) are, of course, already present in the title. These are Dimock's “limits of an analytic domain,” her one-, five-, and ten-year units that make for historical pertinence. The decision to end the titles of books and articles with temporal intervals expressed as the hyphenated difference between two dates has of course been common in historical writing for a long time. It has only more recently become a convention in writing by literary scholars. The dates in Elwick's title (1830 and 1850) are particularly tidy; their symmetry suggests that they are included not because they index a particular event—say, a medical discovery that took place in 1849—but because they reference, in a general way, the zeitgeist of a decade contained and made legible by parentheses. By the end of the article, or one might say from the beginning, nothing—not Rigby, not the Victorians, not the numbers that make up the dates—is really odd. Victorian oddness and Victorian oddity become norms expressed through historical difference.
I end with a historicist sentence that is actually about periodization, and taken from the discussions of periodization in the pages of the flagship Victorian Studies. Near the beginning of “Victorian Studies and the Two Modernities,” Amanda Anderson speaks to the problematic efficiency of the term “Victorian”:
And while the term “Victorian” remains anachronistically wedded to the person of the queen, it nonetheless manages to indicate the primacy of history, as well as the notion of a unified era, which allows for an assumable social totality and unified culture.11


This sentence does not index events simultaneously; the clauses brought together by “while” are additive or incremental. In the most immediate sense, Anderson's use of “while” is not the temporal but the contrastive, or even what grammarians—who hate this—call the concessive use of the word. For grammarians the problem is that the concessive use—regrettably, from their point of view, on the increase—confuses the logical registers of the temporal and the qualitative. The “while” in this sentence indexes the qualitative by critiquing the term “Victorian” and withdrawing, as it were, from the temporal at the last minute. In a sentence about history that features the term “anachronistically,” the “while” mediates between time and concession. The jolt of “anachronism” anticipates the hard turn of the “nonetheless” which finally overshadows the “while.”
The double allegiance of the “while” and the parallel syntax it initiates is interrupted by the sentence's most prominent and, to me, most confusing term: “anachronistically.” What is, in fact, the anachronism here? If we use as a starting point the two definitions of “anachronism” in the OED, we find the word means “an error in computing time or fixing dates; the erroneous reference of an event, circumstance, or custom to a wrong date” or “anything done or existing out of date; hence, anything which was proper to a former age, but is, or, if it existed, would be, out of harmony with the present.” If the first clause of Anderson's sentence read something like “and while the term ‘Victorian’ remains problematically (or too intimately, or even too narrowly) wedded to the person of the queen, we would understand Anderson to be making the familiar argument that it is deeply problematic to define a period around the chance survival of a monarch, and that the Victorian period could easily, in fact, comprise two or three different periods if we ignore the persistence on the throne of the queen's “person.” But Anderson has chosen the word “anachronism,” perhaps as a form of hyperbole. We know on a literal level that Victoria ascended the throne in 1837 and died in 1901, but conflating “Victorian” and “Victoria” amounts to a mistake in computing dates, perhaps a mistake that indexes the second meaning of “anachronism,” “anything done or existing out of date; hence, anything which was proper to a former age, but is, or, if it existed, would be, out of harmony with the present.” This definition is an interesting one, since the casual use of “anachronism” tends to look backward from the present, emphasizing the encroachment of the present into the past, rather than the past into the present. Thus, we can imagine the anachronistic error—say in a play or film—of Victoria in a miniskirt; we can also imagine, however, a looking back in which the middle-aged and midcentury Victoria appeared on stage or screen in an empire-waist dress. The metonymy between Victoria and the Victorian period might then be, for Anderson, “out of date” in two senses: to couple them would be to substitute a figure of speech for the computing of dates; and to rely on this coupling would make one “out of date” as a Victorianist. And here we have the third term, the third unspoken temporality: the unfolding of the work and perhaps even the lives of Victorianists reading (and perhaps publishing in) Victorian Studies, who may be making a computational error severe enough to distort history.
In using the term “couple” I am approximating Anderson's use of the term “wedded,” which itself registers on the level of both Victorian and Victorianist. In the first temporality, “wedded” suggests the marriage plot so powerfully (if problematically) associated with the Victorian period; it also, of course, suggests Victoria's own very public marriage, which endured to define her reign even and perhaps especially after the death of Albert and the literal end of the marriage. After all, Victoria herself could be said to have “remain[ed] anachronistically wedded.” But “wedded” suggests another, metaleptic coupling, the all-too-close relationship of Victorianists and their subjects, the sense that Victorianists are in some way themselves subject to the queen. The metonymic chain that moves from Victoria to Victorian to Victorianist is, in fact, a chain of contamination: while Anderson's phrase does not hint at the reasons for Victorianist investments in the queen, it certainly suggests their presence, judging them, perhaps, through the multiple ironies of “wedded.”
Like many historicist sentences, Anderson's is also interesting with regard to syntax. The term “anachronistically,” in the contrastive logic of the sentence, is not opposed to but intensified by “nonetheless.” Here Victorianists not only participate in anachronism but use the anachronism to index history and, in turn, to provide evidence for a unified period and society. Ironically and intensely, anachronism anchors history, authorizes it, and grants it legitimacy.
The Anderson sentence is both a historicist sentence and a parody of one. The three clauses with which the sentence ends enact together the enormity of the project of simultaneity. The term “Victorian”—she could have substituted a set of dates but chose instead the power of the proper name—conveys the primacy of history, the notion of a unified era, and a social totality and unified culture. The verb “indicates” governs the first two clauses, while “allows for” governs the last. Finally, “Victorian” cannot bear the weight of this anachronistic historical project, because “which allows for” loses its antecedent, theoretically referring to several grammatical subjects. In the end—at the end of the sentence—it does not really matter what precisely “allows for an assumable social totality,” because the term “Victorian” itself is so confusing with respect to agency. The sentence has done its work.
Periodic Sentences
I hope that I have been able to outline some of the pressures—ethical and syntactic—that are produced by attempts to represent simultaneity. Although novelists’ challenges might be different from critics’, Victorianists’ from Victorians’, and Victorianists’ from those of literary critics of other periods, historicist sentences reflect and produce, even as they work so hard to minimize, the messiness of history and its fundamental incomparability with the horizontal syntax in which our arguments unfold. I am aware that historicist sentences are also periodic sentences—and not only in the sense that they defer grammatical completion. These are sentences that in their energy, ambition, and impossibility are defined by a specifically Victorian style and relation to history taken up, with modifications and intensifications, by many Victorianists, even those who for various reasons eschew periodization. My emphasis turns out, I think, to be a little different from that of other contributors to this volume. I am less interested in rescuing history from periodization (a very useful thing) than in seeing how both depend on a fiction of simultaneity. What counts as simultaneity varies with one's task—using a date, identifying a period, or writing a periodic sentence—but all of these endeavors share a particular idea of temporality that limits what we can say about the past and about the present.
5
 Ages, Epochs, Media
 LISA GITELMAN
About the Author
Ages, epochs, media. The phrasing of my title is appositive, meant to call attention to the ways in which media divide the cultural field into temporal chunks, even if the chunks in question do not correspond in order or kind to the periods of literary studies. We are used to phrases like “the age of print,” “the age of mechanical reproduction,” and “the digital age” or “the electronic age.” Media, it would seem, offer a logical, nonarbitrary—not to say “natural”—way to characterize and segment, to nominate and distinguish, in contrast to periods like “the eighteenth century” or “the early modern.” Indeed, it's hard to know where literary periods start unless they are arbitrary (the eighteenth century began on January 1, 1701—give or take some later mucking with the calendar—but when was the first “early modern” pen stroke?). Not so the age of print. That starts with Gutenberg's invention in the mid-fifteenth century. Or it starts in the nineteenth century with the recuperation of Gutenberg as the inventor of moveable type in the West. Media periodize, or media are periodized, according to assumptions of discontinuity and difference: manuscripts differ from printed texts; scribal cultures differ from print cultures. The differences are technical, perceptual, epistemic, as well as importantly social. It would seem that media history puts us on a firm footing, in contrast to if not quite at the expense of literary history. Too bad, then, that we can't get more literary periods to line up with media regimes. And how lucky that our own electronic age has something called electronic literature.
In what follows, I consider “the electronic age” and “electronic” as a period in literary studies and humanistic inquiry more broadly, but I should begin by observing that the solid footing I mention above is an illusion. Media periodize according to a myth of rupture: a new medium and, poof, the world is different. It's fun to write this way: Friedrich Kittler notes that when Nietzsche used a typewriter for a couple of weeks in 1882, “it was a turning point in the organization of discourse.”1 Turning points, watersheds, and revolutions help make ages, epochs, media. What narratives like these tend to obscure is the social character of communication. There are some exemplary counternarratives, which reject technological determinism in favor of more social causes. Adrian Johns, for instance, shows that the defining fixity of print arose as a consequence of early modern print circulation as much as from any qualities inherent to printed texts in distinction from manuscripts. Similarly, Martha Sandweiss shows that the defining self-evidence of landscape photography in the U.S. resulted from nineteenth-century practices of illustration and narration as much as from any inherent quality of photographs in distinction from painted panorama or other forms. In both cases the intrinsic logic of a medium—the fixity of print, the self-evidence of photographs—is only apparently intrinsic, the result of extrinsic logics that attended initial practices of circulation and publication. New media, it should be clear, are never entirely new. Even the most startling innovations—Thomas Edison called the phonograph his only accidental invention—are meaningful according to the ongoing social experience of meaning as such. The logic of recorded sound, I have argued, emerged in keeping with as well as in contrast to the logics of print media and public speech in the years immediately prior to and following Edison's invention, logics which must be admitted to include journalistic practices, record-keeping impulses, the cultural politics of spoken genres, and a host of other extant if yet dynamic conditions. The “speaking phonograph” or “talking machine” of 1878 entered an unsettled terrain between voice and trace, between sound, sign, and supplement.2
All this suggests that the newness of new media, like periodization generally, depends upon a species of back-formation. We would never have orality (whatever it is) without literacy nor manuscript as such without an age of print. This is most obvious in the semantics of periods like “the wireless age”: the marvel of wirelessness is born retrospectively of the burden of wires. Though the period it designates has largely slipped from view, The Wireless Age was the name of a magazine first published in October 1913 (Fig. 3), when its publisher renamed The Marconigraph and promised “the best wireless magazine that money and brains properly applied will produce.” The magazine lasted until 1925, about when broadcasting replaced point-to-point transmission as the dominant model for the commercial exploitation of radio. Wirelessness—if not its age—has had a renaissance lately, of course, as Wi-Fi. Ironically, today's most notable wireless magazine may be Condé Nast's Wired. The magazine's title and its fervid celebration of what Nicholas Negroponte calls “Being Wireless” indicate how persistent the language of wires has been in the putatively wireless age, part measure of cyber-currency (“You are so wired!”) and part shackle to the material world (“Yick, this tangle of wires.”). In a related way, the age of the paperless office—always promised and never achieved—works as a kind of anticipatory back-formation, nostalgia for a future when the burdens of paperwork may someday finally be eased.3
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My favorite example is The Horseless Age (Fig. 4). Again a magazine title, The Horseless Age began publishing in 1895 to cover the nascent motor vehicle industry. The first issue appealed to “the tendencies of the age” and then surveyed every manner of motor-driven carriage, buggy, wagon, phaeton, bi- and tricycle, a roster of devices powered by battery and steam as well as by the internal combustion of gasoline and everything else from kerosene to acetylene, petroleum, and carbonic acid. The relevant condition of horselessness has of course continued, but the magazine was gone by 1919, suggesting that the period—its name—had stopped making sense. Actually, if names do make periods, “the horseless age” had begun at least a decade before this magazine, when the bicycle craze of the 1880s prompted wags to coin the appellation. In another sense, however, the horseless age began long before it was named precisely as such. James Watt originated the concept of “horsepower” in the 1780s as a metric for the work performed by steam engines used to replace horses in British mines. His metrology was accepted with few complaints and was soon widely in use, suggesting the imagination and commonsensicality of horselessness emerged first according to the achievement and familiarity of ponies displaced by steam. Horselessness and horse-full-ness existed in tension for more than a century.
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Wire, paper, and horseflesh: these are media in the broad, old-fashioned sense, according to Raymond Williams. They are intermediate or intervening agencies or substances, not media in the current, “massified” sense of MSNBC, Hollywood, and Google.4 The naming of wireless, paperless, and horseless ages hypes what would have been called “disintermediation” in the 1990s. The “-lessness” of each age implies a rupture in the guise of extinction, as if wires had ceased to exist with radio, paper were on track to disappear, and the automobile completely extinguished the horse and now runs the Derby on its own. Old media never (well, hardly ever) die.5 If the ages of “-lessness” seem to overreach in this way, the epochs they retrospectively besmirch do not: wire, paper, and horsepower work as markers in cultural history because they are so basic to the distinctive technological complex of the modern, early modern, and premodern. I'm appealing here to the way that critics and historians of technology periodize their field, based upon characteristic materials (“the iron age”) and power sources (“the age of steam”), both of which are media according to my lights: intermediate or intervening substances (iron) or agencies (steam).
Lewis Mumford was particularly thoughtful on this point. He certainly took missteps as a periodizer (who remembers his extended essay on the post-Civil War years entitled The Brown Decades?), but in Technics and Civilization (1934), he proposes that the cultural history of the last thousand years has had three “phases,” which—he is careful to emphasize—are “over-lapping and interpenetrating” even as they are broadly sequential.6 He has fancy names for these phases, but put simply they are the “water-and-wood complex,” the “coal-and-iron complex,” and the “electricity-and-alloy complex,” each with its dominant substances and agencies that are inextricable from—Mumford explicitly tips his hat to Karl Marx—the “larger social pattern” (109, 110). Unlike geologic periods —or, indeed, literary ones—Mumford's phases appeal to the logic of material production. The wood-and-water phase is recognizably pre- and early modern, but also had a “delayed fruition” in the United States, where “two of its finest products, the clipper ship” and the bentwood chair, hail from the 1830s (111). And it wasn't just the bentwood chair: “Almost any” artifact, according to Mumford, points to a web of social relations characteristic of its phase. He uses the writing instrument as an illustration. The quill pen of the water-and-wood phase is a crude but effective handicraft of agrarian origin; the steel pen of the coal-and-iron phase is cheap and uniform, close to the mine and mill of mass production; and the fountain pen of the electricity-and-alloy phase, “though invented [perhaps] as early as the seventeenth century,” is more complicated and characteristically automatic (110)—that is, it inks itself. Updating Mumford, we might describe the ballpoint pen (of the petroleum-and-polymer phase?) as automatic and disposable, characteristically intermediate, between the extrusion processes of its manufacture and the landfill of its eternal end.
This sort of periodization, so appealing in some respects, is of relatively recent vintage, a product of the coal-and-iron phase, one might say, as it was bleeding into the era of electricity and alloys. Historian of technology Robert Friedel notes, “Steam transportation and electrical communications” of the early nineteenth century “were the first technologies by which people widely sought to define their culture and civilization.”7 Nobody ever sat around and said, “We've got a water-and-wood complex,” but they did name their own age of steam. Characterizing culture by technology, by medium, and really by anything at all started to make sense to English speakers in the period that literary studies calls Romantic. It was, after all, “the age of ‘the spirit of the age,’” as James Chandler argues in England in 1819. Or it was the confirmation of what Martin Heidegger called the “age of the world picture”: “The fact that the world becomes picture,” Heidegger writes, “is what distinguishes the essence of the modern age” from that of the ancient or medieval.8
It would seem that periodization arises from the modern impulse to identify modernity as such. All eras are modern in this sense, produced by the modern age either as or in distinction to itself. Another whiff of circularity clings to the business of periodization, since an age and its characteristics are mutually defining. (Jonathan Crary has noted this tautology, that modernization produces modernity.9) If we are to profit from these circles within circles, we would do well to think about the ways in which the present determines the past. What are the material conditions of periodization whereby the “-lessness” and the fullness of cultural production become apparent? Better, what are the displacement mechanisms that paint a “-lessness” forever dreamt yet never achieved? Modernity seems bent on escaping toward some more authentic—less mediated—present, rolling forever forward in time according to a zealous process of selective self-description. How do some of the characteristics of an age come to seem so distinctively characteristic at the expense of others? These questions need to be tackled in relation to the present. I return now to the electronic age, first briefly to ponder its electronic character, and then to consider the vernacular experience of being present in time, an experience that of necessity grounds articulations of the past.
How does “electronic” work as a period designation? What are the parameters of the electronic age, and how is electronic literature implicated in that periodization? I am interested in these questions less because of any discrete interest in electronic literature than because of a fascination with the changing methods of fields like literary studies in the electronic age. If the methods of literary studies are changing at some level, it must be that the subject of literary studies is changing too, differently constructed and reconstructed according to its discernment within the contemporary dynamics of disciplinarity, amid the structuring logics of new modes of inquiry, new tools for pedagogy, new modes of labor within the profession. “New” in these instances—as we all know from the quaintly decorous phrase “new media”—is code for “electronic” or “digital.” In short, we must consider the ways in which scholarly practices in the humanities that depend on digital resources are helping to change the substance, the subjects, of humanistic inquiry.
Notably, before there was an electronic age there was an “electric age,” a tag that emerged first in celebration of telegraphy and later accumulated force according to the proliferation of other electrical technologies.10 From the beginning, the electric age had to do with writing. In 1844 Samuel Morse sent his famous first telegram—“What hath God wrought?”—and later annotated the resulting paper printout, “This sentence was written from Washington by me at the Baltimore Terminal.” The age was electric, that is, partly in distinction from other inscriptive and transmissive agencies.
Like the fixity of print or the self-evidence of photography, the writing of telegraphy emerged according to the initial contexts of its apprehension and use. Authors who wrote nonelectrically quickly absorbed electric writing as a metaphor, so that “flashes” of thought and feeling made sense, and Harriet Beecher Stowe penned and published “liberty” as the “electric word” of 1852.11 Electric writing was more than a metaphor, however, and newspapers immediately sought to supplement penned and published correspondence with telegraphic reports.12 A generic distinction between correspondence and reports quickly gelled in the columns of big city dailies, evident graphically as well as stylistically. Reports were briefer and less discursive; they were staccato, serial, paratactic, imbued with power by dint of currency and current: “Telegrams are for facts,” the London Times had to remind its employees, “political comment can come by post.”13 In 1848 the New York Herald reportedly spent more than a thousand dollars per week on telegraphic reports, so committed was publisher James Gordon Bennett to covering arguments in Congress over the Mexican War. At one point, the Herald thought it could discern a welcome sea change:
The politicians, orators and statesmen in Washington, should, by all means, whenever they speak, follow the admirable example of Mr. Calhoun, and condense what they have to say…. Short speeches, pointed and pithy, will tell a thousand times more on the public mind, in the present electric age of the world, than any other mode or system of speaking.14


Whether or not “the Herald and the electric telegraph [were] working a revolution” in political rhetoric, as the newspaper supposed, electric writing helped to make certain conditions of discourse visible in new ways.
Despite its initial engagement with electric writing, the electric age never inspired any explicitly electric literature, from what I can tell, though I do recommend Lightning Flashes and Electric Dashes: A Volume of Choice Telegraphic Literature, Humor, Fun, Wit & Wisdom (1877)15 (Fig. 5). It's not the best measure to be sure, but type “electric literature” into Google today and the search engine will ask, “Did you mean electronic literature?” (This is the multitude of Web content producers—the wit and wisdom of crowds—offering, in effect, “Duh!”) The modest selection of hits that result from searching for “electric literature” are mostly manufacturers’ websites, where users can request literature—brochures—about electric appliances, a helpful reminder that ample literature exists in distinction from the Literary.
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When did the electronic age usurp the electric age? It's hard to say. Etymologically the electronic age depended upon a coinage of 1894, “the electron,” bright visitant in physics that inspired an adjectival form as it gradually earned popular valence as a hybrid, both substance and agency. No more periodizing according to substances—like iron—or agencies—like steam, since the electron-ic cuts both ways. (Described by quantum mechanics, the electron is particle and wave, point and charge, substance and agency.) As a magazine title, the Electronic Age arrived in 1957, supplanting RCA's Radio Age. Though the name change was doubtlessly intended to recognize an era of consumer electronics with room for televisions as well as radios, RCA was in some respects ahead of its time, the periodical ahead of the period. Judging from the titles of books, the explicitly electronic age earned consideration gradually in fields like banking, journalism, marketing, and education, starting in the 1970s and 1980s: years contemporaneous with the development of microprocessors.16 The electronic and the digital have since become roughly synonymous in many contexts, and are of course widely celebrated. As N. Katherine Hayles puts it, “the Age of Print draws to a close [today,] and print—as robust, versatile, and complex as ever—takes its place in the dynamic media ecology of the twenty-first century.”17 No myth of rupture here, but a glorious electronic future awaits.
If we can now call the 1970s and 1980s the early electronic age (the electric age notwithstanding), the same years have been called “prehistoric” in relation to electronic literature. As C.T. Funkhouser writes, the term is apt because no network (that is, no World Wide Web) yet existed to bring “disparate types of work” together. Moreover, electronic literature was prehistoric before the web “because no masterpieces or ‘works for the ages’ emerged to lodge the genre in the imagination of a larger audience.”18 So the electronic age existed for a few decades with its literature in formation, until the personal computer and then the Web offered a medium of dissemination and thence the public that produces (reads, plays, appreciates, interprets) the e-literary as such. Add to these the Electronic Literature Organization (ELO), founded in 1999, and related forms of institutionalization—course syllabi, conference panels, preservation initiatives—and, masterpieces or no, a canon of electronic literature and attendant criticism emerges. The literature consists of “works with important literary aspects that take advantage of” computers, according to the ELO, while the attendant criticism—if I can generalize—performs media-specific close readings of individual literary works.19
For Hayles, who has written influentially on the subject, “electronic” works as a way to periodize the Literary. She, like Funkhouser, has occasionally let herself get drawn into murky questions of value:
It is obviously inappropriate to compare a literary medium that has been in existence for fifteen years with print forms that have developed over half a millennium. A fairer comparison would be print literature produced from 1550 to 1565 … with the electronic literature produced from 1985 to 2000. I believe that anyone familiar with both canons would be forced to agree it is by no means obvious that the print canon demonstrates conclusively the superiority of print as a medium for literary creation and expression. Given five hundred years in which to develop—if we can possibly stretch our imaginations this far—electronic literature may indeed prove itself equal or superior to print.20


In a sense, defining a period as “electronic” disarticulates the traditional literary periods, producing something called “print literature” as a horse glimpsed startlingly afresh in the dawning horseless age. The Literary works in Hayes's formulation as a timeless universal, available to all ages, all media. And the periods in question—age of print, electronic age—are accordingly assumed to be isomorphic, playing out at the same pace, like two different weeks or two different centuries, even though they periodize literary production. This isomorphism is specious, I think, but it does offer a helpful reminder that acts of periodization, at some level, always postulate sameness as well as difference: these two different ages are both ages.
Whereas media in the broadest sense have been chronically implicated in periodization, media in a more narrow and current sense have been essential to periodicity. That is, the material forms of communication—printed texts, broadcasts, whatever—are instrumental to a sense of temporality that underwrites the present of the public sphere and by implication all of the pasts that it invents for itself. According to Foucault, it was Kant's essay “What is Enlightenment?” (1783) that broached the issue of the modern present, by asking what difference there is between today and yesterday. Mediation characteristically frustrates a shared or universal present that it nonetheless helps to annunciate:21 the author and the reader can never experience the same “now,” the way a speaker and an audience suppose they can, while even the “liveness” of broadcasting and the “real time” of computing remain more properly effects than conditions of co-presence.22 “Circulation organizes time and vice versa,” as Michael Warner puts it, while the public sphere self-organizes according to the circulation of texts.23 That means that we are all of us today very sophisticated timekeepers, attuned in a thousand unacknowledged ways to the implicit temporalities of media circulation that shape our experience of a shared present.
As Warner first observed and as I have tried to elaborate, today's electronic media may jeopardize the logic of the public sphere by confounding its “punctual” rhythms; “Highly mediated and highly capitalized forms of circulation are increasingly organized as continuous … rather than punctual” (97). The Internet in particular has challenged the punctual logic of the public sphere by altering or muddying the eventfulness of publication. This is clearest in the undatedness of so many web pages and updates, but it is evident as well in link rot and the conundrums presented by so many “historical” web pages. I have wondered, for instance, at the datedness of online exhibits like the “least recently modified web page,” published on a timeline by the W3C (World Wide Web Consortium) to document the history of the web. How does a document like the “least recently modified webpage” work as evidence of or in regard to the past of its nonmodification if in order to be exhibited it has been moved, renamed, un- and relinked, and then displayed within a relatively up-to-date browser on a relatively up-to-date monitor? A tiny example, but it raises a question with broad implications, as “migration” and “emulation” become the dominant modes of preservation for digital objects.
I return to this question of online temporality or historicity both because I have begun to see that it is more complicated than I had earlier imagined and because it seems to have broad ramifications for the humanities in general and perhaps for literary studies in particular, as more and more digital and digitized resources form the archive of humanistic inquiry. The archive—recall Foucault—governs the questions that are askable, not just the answers we end up with. Objects of study—whether some universal Literary or the literary periods and genres of academic subspecialization—are determined by knowledge practices that now include increasing numbers of online tools and sources. I am not going to be able to answer the question, I'm afraid, but we need to pose it: How might the field of literary studies be changing as a consequence of using electronic resources to produce literary history?
When I was thinking about the “least recently modified webpage,” which is cited by W3C as a document from 1990 yet which seems so monstrously corrupting of the citational field, I had in mind the intuitive, punctual logic of print circulation: the periodicity of periodicals, and the time stamp of editions. Against these structured events of printedness and public discourse, so much on the Web seems uncertain. Even scrupulously time-bound expressions—like Wikipedia revision logs, blog postings, and Ebay auction clocks—do not transparently structure public discourse in common or against some final version and event of publication. Dates of access rather than of publication haunt the footnotes now, documenting Twitter-like microevents (“I saw this”) as much as they do elements of public discourse.24 Ephemerality seems ironically constant.25
But it would be a mistake to let present complexities paint the past as stable or simple. The punctual logic of print circulation is not inherent to the medium, but rather the dynamic outcome of social practices attending the political economies and demographics of print production, distribution, and consumption. For example, William St. Clair has recently shown how the eventfulness of publication exists in tension with changing windows (and I think we have to call them periods) of greater and lesser availability that are the result of licensing laws and—as Meredith McGill elaborates—of the geo- and cultural politics of their evasion. The continued republication of folk knowledge in St. Clair and the wanton circulation of cheap reprints described by McGill show up some of the rough edges whereby the punctual logic of editions is both jeopardized and circumscribed by the discourses of elite publication and lawful issue.26 The eventfulness of publication has never been entirely stable or secure.
And if the logic of editions can be various, so can the logic of the periodical. Sculptor Kenneth Goldsmith has created a number of artist's books that work as reminders of just how baroquely punctual public discourse really is. Day (2003), one of Goldsmith's self-avowed works of “un-creativity,” is a massive codex (imagine a big blue telephone book) that contains a letter-by-letter transcription of the New York Times of September 1, 2000. It's a work that outrages my students, who want to know “the point,” but that speaks powerfully of “the concept of the interval,”27 not in the least because the eponymous day can never be identified. Is it September 1, the day of original publication, or August 31, around which so much of the publication revolves? And how is that tangle implicated in the startling heft of a day's news produced as an authored codex? That is, how is the punctual logic of newspaper publication related both to the material qualities of newsprint and to the news cycle that exists over and against the continuousness of lived time?
Nor can print structure public discourse without interference from events of publication in other media. Charles Acland writes of “three vectors of temporality” that structure contemporary cinema. First there are running times, the staggered schedule of repeated showings of competing films and additional genres (previews, PSAs) throughout the day. Then there are the lengths of runs—in any one theater, in wide release, on the international market, and on video. Finally there is a “relationship to the calendar,” which accounts for things like Christmas films, opening weekends, and summer blockbusters. All of this stands in addition to the extraordinary complexities of diegetic time, which of course have their own long history.28 Will Straw has added the video store to Acland's multiplex, drawing on the work of Charles Taylor to think about the transmission of culture: “The video store has reshaped cultural time in at least two ways. Expanding the availability of films from the past, it has acted as a drag of sorts on the forward movement of cinematic culture…. At the same time, however, it contributes to the acceleration of first-run film culture,” since there is a second, lucrative market to tap.29 Video rentals have contributed subtly to the greater longevity of cinematic celebrity, and probably also to the greater success of sequels, since the previous films are available and hence part of a widely familiar archive (8–9).
What impresses me about intricacies like these is as much how obvious they are as how intricate. Once St. Clair, McGill, or my students, once Acland or Straw points them out—“of course!” They are part of the timekeeping or mapping30 whereby public discourse exists according to the structures of its circulation. As consumers and citizens, we're all pros at this, and as scholars we engage in highly formalized acknowledgements of these same sorts of structures. Footnotes and endnotes work accordingly, as pushpins in an elaborate map of time.
Consider now the growing number of online resources, and it is clear, as Will Straw writes, that “new technologies have consistently rendered the past more richly variegated and dense” (12). Not long ago I was searching for accounts of lithography in early American newspapers, happy to make use of the searchable Readex database. But I kept getting hits that contained the word “orthography” instead of “lithography.” It's not that Readex programmers think that one “-ography” is as good as another, but rather that the electronic representation of documents from an age when orthography was notoriously inconsistent has required careful elaboration of search parameters as well as the introduction of some fuzzy logic.31 The spelling of spelling may be a trivial issue, but my example points to the density of the past, since search results come to me both according to the diction of my sources and as the result of twenty-first century algorithms that produce that diction as ordered characters within an acceptable—that is, acceptably fuzzy—range. The search algorithm, as I imagine it, is a new twist on the errata sheet, performing in private the iteration of error alternatives. More, those error alternatives cannot be imagined against a single calendar of publication, but instead collapse multiple calendars into one: printing and spelling errors of the early nineteenth century, damage to the printed copy since then, glitches in the original microfiche of the 1950s, or recent problems in scanning microfiche and handling data. Where—that is, when—did my search go so wrong?
While errors like these help to show up the increasing density of the past, methods of online searching or data mining are admittedly more and more accurate, more and more powerful. (And thank goodness. I love these tools, and don't want critique to be mistaken for complaint.) Nor is data mining on track to replace other methods of humanistic inquiry (the myth of rupture is a myth). Still, we might wonder whether an increasing reliance on this sort of searching isn't having unnoticed effects. For instance, might not the required specification of search terms and search strings—or the programmer's corresponding use of what are called keyword-in-context and term-extraction analyses32—be the latest of so many victories for the philological thread within literary studies, at the expense (yet again) of the rhetorical thread? Seth Lerer describes the ways that “the professionalization of literary study [has taken] shape through … detailed engagements with the classical inheritance of rhetoric and philology,” “at times competing and at times complementary.” If that's what the last two hundred years looks like, might not we be seeing a reprofessionalization of literary study that opts (yet again) for the prestige of philology?33 At the simplest level, I search for online sources—no matter what I write about—with particular words in them or words indexing them, not with particular topoi or styles of argument. Google may or may not be making us all stupid, as an Atlantic Monthly essay has argued recently,34 but it is certainly making us all into a wordsmiths of a very particular sort.
Having just done a good bit of trolling around online for phrases like “electric age” and, more generically and fascinatingly, “the age of,” I wonder too whether this sort of searching isn't where we catch a glimpse of the archive governing statements, as Foucault puts it. Ask Google, or JSTOR, EBO or Readex a question, and—to a certain extent, in a particular way—aren't you getting answers you already know are there? My search terms are the terms my searches yield. I am speaking partly from my own anxieties about the nominalism of periodization, but we might all be concerned: it's clear that electronic resources are “[encouraging] us to ask new questions,”35 at the same time that they are “inspir[ing new] ideas.”36 So say two early Americanists. And if electronic resources encourage new questions and inspire new ideas, then that means the discipline—not just the field, but the period—is changing.
Briefly to conclude, I would insist that all literature is electronic now that the instruments helping to produce and discern literature as an object of inquiry include online resources. (Likewise, the humanities at large are digital, notwithstanding the distinctness of the digital humanities.37) Online databases may have the clearest purchase on literary history and thence the literary object, its changing and changeable fabric, but of course literature is likewise produced and discerned in the electronic conditions of pedagogy and academic administration. Think, if you will, about Blackboard and WebCT. Think—if you dare—about PeopleSoft.
Peter Galison has written a wonderful article about the extended moment in the history of physics when the field was in transition from a time when all physicists had individual labs to the current period, when huge groups of physicists work together on giant particle accelerators. Galison's account of modern physics involves four narrative strands, three explicit and one implicit. Explicitly, it entails (1) a “history of physics questions and results,” (2) a “history of instrumentation” in particle physics, and (3) a history of the social organization of that discipline. Implicitly, it offers (4) a history of the ways in which those three vectors—questions, instruments, and social organization—“are bound together” in an ongoing dynamic.38 I've begun to think that literary studies is enjoying something of the same extended moment—and we need to account for all four threads—only the World Wide Web is our particle accelerator.
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 On Living in Time
 KATIE TRUMPENER
Inhabiting Period
About the Author
When we work in our periods, we often feel a cozy satisfaction, a delightful kind of intellectual safety. How much we know about it! How well we understand its contours. Every time we read a new text, primary or secondary, we feel we are going yet deeper, shoring up an already impressive body of knowledge. When we watch period films, to be sure, we may still be a little shocked to encounter some historical detail which the set and costume designers apparently knew, and we did not. Conversely, if we spot an anachronism, intentional or not, we feel a sense of violated decorum. When we find contemporary indie music wafting through Versailles in Sofia Coppola's Marie Antoinette (United States, 2006) or are forced, during the opening credits of the recent BBC Mansfield Park (Iain B. MacDonald, Britain, 2007), to contemplate Fanny Price's heaving cleavage as she scampers coyly and athletically across the fields in her low-cut Regency dress, we feel indignation on behalf not only of Jane Austen but of the romantic period itself, as if someone had misrepresented a close relation or cheated a trusted friend. Intellectually, at least, we know that our knowledge of any epoch we have not lived through ourselves is mediated, partial, and imperfect. Yet little of this skepticism seeps into the way we vicariously inhabit our periods. This essay considers some of the historical, literary-historical, and psychic reasons for this disconnect, and some of its professional consequences.
In some ways, our historicist work offers us an intensified version of the reading experience itself: when we open our books, or when we turn on our computers and open the files containing our book manuscripts, we seem to pass effortlessly into a parallel world, a different order than our own, yet stable and hence knowable in its differences. It seems fully present to us, yet happily we remain out of its reach. We can experience this world vicariously, even voyeuristically; we can observe it ethnographically, yet without worrying that our presence will alter its course or its texture.
Indeed what our phantasmagoric mode of period identification allows us to avoid is the intensity and consequentiality of history, the sense of lasting trauma, rupture, and profound vulnerability that often accompanies historical events. This avoidance is particularly paradoxical since we now often organize our period courses to foreground historical change, to center on the disruptive force of historical events, and to explore the charged relationship between literature and history. In the classroom, at least, we frequently frame periods in relationship to historical upheaval: the interruption in literary and political life caused by the English Civil War, the romantic period as anchored by the French revolution, modernism as shaped by the experience of World War I. Hence we assign texts which herald the end of the ancien régime and anticipate the coming crisis, play a role in fomenting it, or retroactively describe its psychic and political fallout.
Yet despite our interest in historical causality and striation, the shock of history is not entirely real to us. And we remain oddly surprised that many periods, including our own, appear to be so lumpy; that some epochs see many literary and intellectual breakthroughs, and others seem more stagnant; that texts written during the same period reflect differing degrees of historical consciousness; that in retrospect, some texts cluster stylistically and thematically, while others remain eccentric outliers.
Intellectually, of course, we know that periods are artificial, largely retroactive constructs. We even know perfectly well that the stage set or the period room, with its immediately recognizable, quintessential period touches, is actually anachronistic. For in real life, most people live amid furniture and possessions acquired or inherited over the course of a lifetime, and sometimes older than they are themselves. A truly typical 1950s room would thus have contained furniture from the 1920s, 30s, and 40s, or even the nineteenth century, mixed with pieces of current vintage. And at least until recently, the same was true of reading habits. As a host of romantic autobiographies attest, many highly literate children grew up reading not contemporary juvenile literature, but a rather random hodgepodge of recent, older, and even ancient books that happened to fall into their hands.1
Yet we are surprised and chagrined by evidence of historical unevenness in our own lives. From at least middle age onwards, our mental landscape seems to be a jumble of contemporary concerns, Tagesreste, and layers of past reading, experience, and memory, sometimes wispy and fragmentary, sometimes surging back to us. We feel guilty if we do not read the daily paper, keep abreast of current developments. Meanwhile, as we keep noticing in our interactions with students, our tastes in popular music—and often our fashion sense—have somehow remained frozen in time. We appear, in short, to be living not only in our own moment, but in multiple layers of time at once.
Nonetheless, we hold on to a concept of homogenous historical time, unfolding steadily and unidirectionally. And when we think about epochs, we unconsciously extrapolate from the steady, reliable timekeeping of our wristwatches, as if chronometry and chronology were fully analogous.
Case Studies: History as Neurosis
Historiographic—indeed literary—templates help ground our implicit expectation of historical steadiness, but also, conversely, our fascination with historical disruption. Since antiquity, Arnaldo Momigliano and Hayden White have suggested, Western notions of chronology have been anchored partly by the historiographical genres of the annal and the chronicle.2 These genres, of course, pull in different directions, the annal suggesting the inexorable succession of years, the chronicle focusing on moments of acute eventfulness separated by patches of apparent uneventfulness.
From the seventeenth century onward, French novelists like Madame de Lafayette began developing elaborate time lines as crucial preliminary steps to the plotting of their own historical novels, implicitly placing the chronological unfolding of their protagonists’ lives in relationship to world-historical events. Chronology itself, in this tradition, became a kind of organizational grid, grounding fictional lives in real time, and hovering as a kind of constant background presence in characters’ lives.3 Over the course of the eighteenth century, moreover, pioneering French and British social theorists began to articulate a stadial view of history, describing how the confluence of geographical and technological factors produced distinctive, internally coherent, clearly delimited historical epochs.
Yet first in the early eighteenth century and then again in the early nineteenth, British novelists like Daniel Defoe, William Godwin, and John Galt (in dialogue with Enlightenment theorists and with French novelists such as Abbé Prevost) began to push, experimentally, against the prison house of chronology and period. Their own novels, to be sure, often begin not only in historical time but with famous historical cataclysms. Yet they begin this way not in order to ground a sustained historical narrative or analysis, but because these events framed their narrators’ childhoods and hence shaped historically damaged lives. Their characters subsequently live not so much in historical time as in recoil from historical trauma. Perhaps most interesting, these novels frame themselves as case studies—in which neurotics, paranoiacs, depressives, and hysterics get to narrate their own life stories, apparently without understanding how much they are revealing.
The first and best known of these case studies, Daniel Defoe's final novel, now known as Roxana, was published in 1724 under the title The Fortunate Mistress or, A History of the Life and Vast Variety of Fortunes of Mademoiselle de Beleau, Afterwards call'd The Countess of Wintelsheim, in Germany. Being the Person known by the Name of the Lady Roxana in the Time of King Charles II. The subtitle suggests a temporally grounded narrative. And in the novel's first paragraphs, the narrator introduces herself by briefly explaining her family background. She was born in France, but came to England as a child, brought by my Parents, who fled for their Religion about the Year 1682. When the Protestants were Banish'd from France by the Cruelty of their Persecutors.
I, who knew little or nothing of what I was brought over hither for, was well-enough pleas'd with being here; London, a large and gay City took with me mighty well…. I retain'd nothing of France but the Language.4


This is in part because her parents dissociate themselves deliberately from other refugees. They themselves were “People of better Fashion … and having fled early, while it was easie to secure their Effects, had, before their coming over, remitted considerable Sums of Money” and French goods which they were able to sell “very much to Advantage here.” (37) Yet although her father has rescued his own fortune, he categorically refuses help to the more impoverished countrymen who follow him to England—and whom he denounces as mere economic refugees.
The narrator herself grows up in England, and is married off at fifteen. Then her husband abandons her, leaving her in dire poverty. In turn, she abruptly abandons her children—and begins selling herself to men. For the rest of the narrative, she moves back and forth between Britain and France, obsessed with financial security and personal independence, prostitutes herself to well-paying gentlemen, corrupts her servant, assumes a series of new identities, and manages to amass a fortune. Eventually, when one of her long-abandoned daughters manages to find her, her fear of exposure is so great that she wishes aloud for her daughter's death, a wish her servant apparently carries out, although the novel's final, circling sentences remain opaque.
Defoe's novel opens in historical time, with a primal trauma and a kind of primal family sin or taint. Yet although parts of the novel are clearly set at the time of Charles II (as the novel's subtitle underscores), there is little further sense of historical unfolding. Instead, Roxana herself, once so girlishly open to the pleasures of London, begins a compulsive reenactment of her father's exile, including his retreat from communal responsibilities.
Her father escaped murder only to betray his coreligionists, hugging his own profits and refusing his countrymen succor. Roxana too abandons her own, retreats from the world, turns herself into a salable commodity and her servant into an instrument, and finally colludes in murder. What the novel shows us is a delayed, highly personalized ripple effect of history, as Roxana disaggregates, recombines, and relives crucial elements from her father's life story. Her buried history isolates her from the world, compels her to perform dishonorable and unnatural acts; it also makes her a fascinatingly unreliable, self-justifying, and prevaricating narrator, whose neurotic delusions become palpable, and measurable, in the grain of her narrative voice.
Defoe's novel uses a traumatic historical event as the basis of a pathological case study. A century later, during the romantic era, novelists Godwin and Galt revived and adapted Defoe's plot device to create more elaborate historical feedback loops. In Godwin's 1817 Mandeville. A Tale of the Seventeenth Century In England, the protagonist is orphaned, as a small child, during the Ulster Uprising, when his parents are murdered in front of him. Moved to England and sent to school, his subsequent development is surprisingly normal—until the outbreak of the English Civil War triggers a full-scale nervous breakdown, including repeated flashbacks to his parents’ massacre. What Godwin anatomizes, indeed, is a case of what we would now call post-traumatic stress. An initial historical trauma can be assimilated, if only partially—but if it is followed by another trauma, another civil-war situation somehow reminiscent of the first, the survivor's already fragile psyche can collapse completely, in a kind of historical domino effect.5
In the early nineteenth century, as Georg Lukács has argued, the impact of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic campaigns stimulated new thinking about historical process and new forms of historical fiction. Both the annal and the chronicle, indeed, were revived as novelistic templates. Yet as Galt's annalistic novels demonstrated, the framework offered by chronology, even by the apparently inexorable sequence of world-historical events, was only a starting point for understanding how specific nations and individuals experienced history. Dates, they demonstrated, are not transparent. For the same historical events resonate differently in different places, joining up with multiple chains of historical causality and generating differing kinds of aftereffects.6
Galt is still best remembered as an annalist. In his most famous novel, Annals of the Parish, or The Chronicle of Dalmailing During the Minstry of Rev. Micah Balwhidder, Written by Himself (1821), a mild-mannered, sometimes sentimental minister offers a largely idyllic, year-by-year account of Scottish parish life. This work, however, forms part of a much more complex and conflicted series of novels, many tracing the divergences between annalistic time and psychic life. Halfway through Galt's 1823 novel Ringan Gilhaize, or The Covenanters, for instance, a government-ordered massacre changes the tenor of the covenanter movement and with it the tone of the novel, initially idyllic and idealistic but thereafter dark and anxious; a generation later, in the novel's closing sentences, the narrator carries out a political assassination to avenge his ancestors, seething with inherited rage and possibly insane.
The opening pages of Galt's 1822 The Entail, or the Lairds of Grippy describe how a very different kind of public tragedy haunts a family over several generations. In 1699, the attempt to settle a new Scottish colony in Darien (present-day Panama) ended in disaster: about two thousand settlers died, and Scotland's economy was bankrupted, pushing the country into Union with England a few years later. Born into the gentry, as the grandson of a laird, the novel's protagonist loses his parents and his fortune at the age of one, when the Darien colony collapses. His father, one of the ill-fated settlers, dies of disease and famine amid the swamps of the Mosquito Coast; his mother, back in Scotland, dies disconsolate; and the family estate, staked on the colony's success, has to be sold off. As a young child, the protagonist is forced into an itinerant life as a peddler—and grows up to become a pathological miser. For the rest of the novel, and the rest of the eighteenth century, he remains obsessed with reacquiring the lost family lands and transmitting them intact to posterity. His attempt to reverse history is, of course, doomed, and the entail he places upon his estate destroys his family. The family's younger generations grow up in a social, political, and intellectual world very different from that of their traumatized patriarch. Yet eighteenth-century political and intellectual developments have virtually no impact on the patriarch's underlying, undying obsessions. On the contrary, it is his fanatical vision, his traumatized and hence frozen sense of history, which shapes their experience and inheritance.
History has an even longer reach in Galt's 1831 Bogle Corbet, or the Emigrants. Bogle Corbet is born into a planter's family in Jamaica, in a colony perpetually fearful of slave unrest. As a boy, he moves to the Scottish Lowlands, where he witnesses the advent of the Industrial Revolution and participates in Jacobin politics. Yet the French Revolution fails to arrive in Scotland; instead reaction sets in. A party of Jacobin weavers, seeking a fresh start, leave Scotland to settle the wilderness of Upper Canada, their party headed by Bogle Corbet, their old comrade-in-arms. Once in Canada, however, he betrays his former principles and associates, establishes oligarchic government in the new settlement, and finally succumbs, in self-made social isolation, to debilitating depression.
The Defoeian neurotic, the Godwinian hysteric, the Galtian depressive defensively wrenches his or her life narrative away from ongoing historical developments, attempting to vanish, as if were, off the historical grid, trying to exile her or himself from history. The annalistic time line, of course, continues to march on anyway. Yet instead of running alongside it, his or her lifeline refuses to move forward, instead spiralling in place; while the world goes on, these characters remain caught in a kind of historical vortex or centrifuge, pieces of the past constantly spinning, repassing, and recombining before their eyes.
Meanwhile their departure, their pull away from historical time, also renders their neuroticism transportable, reenactable anywhere. In the early nineteenth century, Upper Canada is still remote and half wild, far from the Carribean, from industrialization, from Jacobin politics. Through settlers like Bogle Corbet, however, the slave trade, the power loom, and the corresponding society nonetheless become part of its prehistory. Bogle Corbet thinks he has found a place to begin his life anew—but inadvertently brings historical baggage with him, and implicitly tries to shape—or warp—the new colony in his own image, old obsessions superimposed onto putatively new places.
In these case studies, unlike the later Freudian case study, the triggering trauma is always historical and historically specific. Yet its afterlife and aftermath—and hence the shape of the protagonists’ lives—is finally somewhat generic. This raises questions about the nature of the case study itself. At first glance (and to early reviewers), these cases seemed singular and spectacular in their aberrance. Yet these novels model a particular and eventually quite predictable way of coping with history—which proves to have remarkably broad applications, to many times, places, and situations. What they offer, individually and collectively, are clear accounts of what we might call the historical condition, the paradoxes of living in history.
History at Second Hand
The case study novels insist both on the shaping force of history and on the immateriality of temporal or geographical distances. A spate of recent memoirs makes related claims. Like their eighteenth- and nineteenth-century antecedents, they are interested not so much in historical experience as historical fallout. The Defoe, Godwin, and Galt novels pass quickly over traumatic childhoods—and Roxane cuts short her life as a parent. The recent memoirs, in contrast, dwell on childhoods spent in posttraumatic households, analyzing how psychic damage is transmitted across generational lines and history is experienced at second hand, sometimes at great geographic distance from its original occurence.7
Doris Lessing, for instance, was born in 1919 and grew up in Rhodesia. Yet as she insists in her 2008 speculative history, Alfred and Emily, her childhood was shaped at long distance by the World War I battlefields of Flanders and France.
I think my father's rage at the Trenches took me over, when I was very young, and has never left me. Do children feel their parents’ emotions? Yes, we do, and it is a legacy I could have done without. What is the use of it? It is as if that old war is in my own memory, my own consciousness.8


For Anne Karpf, the “old war” is World War II. “I can't remember when we were first told about the war,” she writes in her 1996 memoir The War After: Living with the Holocaust. “I sometimes think that maybe we were never told; it just seeped into our home, like some peculiarly mobile fog, and took up residence,” becoming both “part of the family tissue” and a constantly evoked standard against which all current problems appeared trivial.9 To all outward appearances, Karpf grew up in postwar Britain—but psychically, she continued to inhabit her parents’ experiences of Nazi persecution in occupied Poland. She thus lived in two periods, two places, two modalities at once. And it was the inherited past, she argues, which more powerfully shaped her.
Hugo Hamilton's 2004 The Speckled People: A Memoir of a Half-Irish Childhood describes a postwar Dublin childhood marked by a more idiosyncratic array of historical forces. Hamilton's father, an Irish nationalist, resorts to draconian corporal punishment in an effort to bring up his children as native speakers of Gaelic. Yet although he transforms the household into an artificial and punitively fortified language island, linguistic nationalists had long since “lost the language war [in Ireland] and everybody knew it.”10 Even inside the house, moreover, his father's historically doomed linguistic nationalism is partly complicated, partly offset by Hamilton's mother, a postwar German emigrant equally intent on instilling German, in the form of songs, customs, and histories.
Either parental agenda would ensure the children's ostracism in the world outside the home, but together they make the children pariahs, attacked both as Gaelic hicks and as Nazis. Parents determined to secure cultural continuity and historical memory instead bind their children to a past that is not even truly their own, as if they could simply forego or forfeit their own life experience: “We had to behave as if the British are still in Ireland and the Nazis are still in Germany” (280). The family becomes an odd, isolated cult, preoccupied with idiosyncratic historical and cultural coordinates comprehensible only to itself. Yet the household's saving grace lies in the disparities between the parents’ characters, historical experiences, and outlooks, the way their agendas clash or pull in different directions, creating for their children an oddly polyglot, heterodox, contradictory, “speckled” environment.
During the 1950s, ’60s, and ’70s, a wide range of European novelists—including Jorge Semprun, Claude Simon, Uwe Johnson, Christa Wolf, Peter Weiss, Ida Fink, Miron Białoszewski, and Imre Kertesz—argued that the traumas of World War II had permanently reshaped their own relationship to time, grounding and necessitating their late modernist style.11 Over the last two decades, this novelistic aesthetic of stringent difficulty, alienated impersonality, temporal ellipsis, and looping has lost some of its cultural prestige. The more recent memoirs offer something very different: family Gothic, ghost stories, unnerving idiosyncrasy. On one level, these “second generation” memoirs, as Marianne Hirsch, Eva Hoffmann, and others have argued, implicitly theorize a kind of post-memory, shaped by or shaping a more general postmodern relationship to the past. On another level, these memoirists reflect a discernable therapeutic turn in Anglo-American culture, as well as a growing obsession with the indignities of childhood. At moments, however, these memoirs seem to circumvent psychoanalytic attention to the complexity of psychic processes, to model a much more direct, sometimes unmediated notion of historical transmission: “Do children feel their parents’ emotions? Yes, they do.”
Yet what such narratives do foreground, quite relentlessly, are the historical and even structural inadequacies of psychoanalysis, at least in Freud's original iteration: its deliberate bracketing of historical forces and sociological analysis; its focus, instead, on the dynamics of the family, which Freud treats largely as a transhistorical construct; and its insistence that the original concatenation of events is finally less important than the way patients internalize and rework them.
Such memoirs raise the question of what psychoanalysis might look like if it became more historically and empirically grounded. One could imagine patients and analysts working together to draw historical time lines and to calibrate family traumas with world-historical events, even analysts haunting the history section of the library and the map room, retracing each family's peregrinations and diasporas, the historically and regionally specific forces which had shaped the patient's family life and emotional range.
History as a Dwelling
In this counterfactual scenario, psychoanalysis would evince an enhanced commitment to history, and psychoanalytic interpretation might come to look rather like our own historicism. Roxana, Mandeville, and Bogle Corbet act out historical neuroses, yet as narrators they remain unable to connect their own erratic, depressive, and injurious behavior with the historical experiences that shaped it. Our historicizing work, conversely, tries to connect these dots, to elucidate shaping forces and historical consequences.
Yet it, too, may express a kind of historical neurosis and represent a kind of autotherapy. This paper has described the cozy time-slippage of the historicist and the temporal free-fall of the historically traumatized neurotic as if they were opposite psychic scenarios: the first a vicarious life in another period, the second an attempt to edge away from period altogether. Many of us, actually, inhabit both scenarios at once—and as literary critics, much of our own interpretive power derives from their combination.
Our own historical and periodizing work rests on historical foundations and psychic mechanisms that call for interrogation. Why are so many of us now spending so much of our time thinking about period and history? There are many ways to explain why formalist readings were so dominant from the 1940s onward: the intellectual charisma of the New Critics; the political climate of the McCarthy era, which militated against overtly politicized work in the American academy; and the way other disciplinary and intellectual trends (including the development of cybernetics and the articulation of systems theory) helped to privilege the immanent structure of the text. By the same token, there are also many ways to explain why the New Historicism—and the more eclectic methodological aftermath we are now in—took hold so forcefully from the mid-1980s onwards. Obvious factors include its emergence at a moment of rare interdisciplinary dialogue and confluence between historians and literary scholars; the Paul de Man scandal (which, for some, discredited deconstruction as a kind of advanced New Critical textualism) coupled with increasing cultural attention to the Holocaust and historical trauma; a recoil against “the theory years” and perhaps against the more frivolous aspects of postmodernism; and the climate of the culture wars, in which shrinking funding for the humanities and for humanities publishing all gave new prestige—and financial support—to work with an empirical basis.
Yet there is another psychic or, as it were, secret history to be told, of how different generations of critics experienced and processed World War II (and its various aftermaths, from the worldwide wave of decolonization to the Cold War). The “great generation” of literary theorists, it turns out, contained many whose lives (along with millions of others) had been unalterably changed by the war. Perhaps this was always known anecdotally, but it has been underscored by a recent flood of memoirs and autobiographical essays. In my own Comparative Literature department at Yale, I've come to realize, the defining presences—Réne Wellek, Erich Auerbach, Paul de Man, Peter Demetz, Geoffrey Hartman—were all émigrés, whose wartime experiences shaped unexpected perspectives and domains of expertise, yet whose most influential work did not overtly engage with this personal history. Only late in their careers, or even in retirement, have some published memoirs scrutinizing the relationship between life content and literary method.12
For most of their professional careers, such émigré academics dug themselves into both texts and theoretical debate, proving themselves professionally with work on high canonical texts, demonstrating exquisite interpretive acumen, yet careful to avoid autobiographical self-exposure or reflection. (In de Man's case, of course, there were very good reasons for concealment and self-effacement—and the posthumous revelation of his early life caused international consternation.)13 Most, however, were reticent for a very different reason, the implicit pressures of professional assimilation. They may have feared their emotionally harrowing early histories would seem burdensome, distasteful, or boring to others, or that they would lose face if colleagues or students knew, their intellectual work rendered less credible, objective, and reliable. Such fears were in fact quite justified.14 In the mid-1980s, when Ian Watt, in the course of a Stanford Jane Austen seminar, drifted into reminiscences of his captivity in a Japanese POW camp and ended up in tears, his graduate students were not only shocked and upset, but also, in some cases, censorious.
In the 1960s and ’70s, likewise, those of us growing up in North American households still traumatized by Europe's wars knew better than to let on to any outsiders. As many of the recent “second-generation” memoirists concur, there were strongly internalized familial—and larger social—taboos against such confession, indeed even against the exchange of basic information. In grade school, in Western Canada, my two closest friends were the children of Hungarian and of Latvian emigrants. We spent a lot of time at one another's houses; later, we even discussed overlaps of culture, cuisine, and sensibility. Yet it took me many, many years to realize the profound similarities in our family histories. Only recently did I learn that one friend's mother, like my grandmother, had spent years in a Soviet prison camp. My other friend's father, I realized almost as belatedly, had fled Budapest in 1956, after the Hungarian Uprising was suppressed by Soviet tanks, leaving behind him a first family and his original profession. My own father had emigrated only three years earlier, partly for rather similar political reasons, after the 1953 East Berlin workers’ uprising was suppressed by Soviet tanks. No wonder we had stuck together. What united us, it turned out in retrospect, was not (or not only) our similarly low status in the ethnic pecking order of grade school, our shared dislike of the classroom bullies, or even some inchoate central European cultural identity—but closely parallel family legacies of internment, political violence, and emigration. What would our childhoods have been like, I now wonder, if family trauma had not been such an unspeakable, closely guarded secret, if the three of us had somehow been able to compare notes?
Yet by the time I was in graduate school in the 1980s and a young faculty member in the early 1990s, friendships with classmates and colleagues often involved ongoing analytic conversations about our families. And many of them, it turned out, had also emerged from households obsessed with history. My friends might have grown up in South America, London, Johannesburg, or New York—but the course of family life had been set elsewhere, and much earlier, by the German occupation of Poland, by the Holocaust, by Indian Partition, or even earlier, by pogroms and antisocialist legislation in turn-of-the-century Lithuania, or by the 1915 Armenian massacres. One friend, for instance, talked sardonically of her Armenian grandparents, both massacre survivors, who married sight unseen as part of a diasporic effort at mutual emigration help—and whose horrifically mismatched and dysfunctional union then shaped family dynamics for the next fifty years.
In my generation of literary critics, a significant cohort, it seems, was formed psychically by some of the same historical events that shaped our teachers, yet our relationship to those events—and hence our methodological impulses—remained fundamentally different. To all external appearances, we were born long after the war, and grew up far from it. Yet many of us, as children of the displaced, grew up in a kind of historical echo chamber. Every meal was potentially an occasion to remember wartime and postwar food shortages, every family gathering potentially a depressive exchange of mournful reminiscences. Our contemporaries seemed obsessed with television, with sports, with fashion, with things of this moment. In our households, meanwhile, it was still always 1942 or 1948 or 1915; ostensibly moored in the present, and in safety, our houses floated in their own, idiosyncratic quadrants of time and space.
I was speaking autobiographically when I described, at the beginning of my paper, the paradoxical epistemological safety I think many of us come to find in historical researches. As a child, in Canada, I was haunted by a recurrent dream—or more precisely, a recurrent dream structure: any time dream characters stepped into any building, the floor would immediately give way beneath them in a kind of grim parody of slapstick, cutting short the dream and inaugurating another in which the same thing would happen all over again. After many bad nights, my mother suggested I write the dream down—and once I had, it stopped coming back.
Only as an adult did I belatedly realize the obvious: that in sleep I was trying to assimilate a specific, ostensibly comic, yet actually terrifying air-raid story my father often told of his own blighted childhood in Third Reich Berlin, including the three-year saturation bombing of the city. During one of the many air raids, an incendiary bomb landed on the roof of his apartment house, and he joined the building's spontaneously formed bomb squad in trying to put it out. He and the adults raced up from the basement to the top floor, where they unexpectedly confronted an illegally locked apartment door—and by the time they finally broke it down, they were just in time to see the bomb burning through the floor, to disappear into the apartment below.
In the end, they did manage to extinguish the bomb. Six months later, in the course of many subsequent air raids, the building burned down anyway. My father was then twelve years old. Decades later and a continent removed, the threat of the floor giving way still hangs over us both. Yet by becoming a professional historian of twentieth-century Germany, my father has also managed to inhabit a kind of second life, a parallel, more impersonal, and hence more bearable version of his own life history. For decades, I struggled to understand the fundamental discrepancy between the way my father feels history, his sense of trauma, loss, forlornness, and existential despair still palpable when he tells autobiographical stories, and the calm, authoritative, beautifully balanced historical narratives he produces as a military and diplomatic historian. My own work as a literary historian and interpreter, I eventually realized, follows a related logic: I too need to find safety in a knowable past, one that can be tamed and contained in being written down.
In his 1873 essay “On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Everyday Life” Nietzsche mocks the antiquarian historicist for his naïve reverence for the past, yet he simultaneously honors the historicist's “talents and virtues”: “an ability to feel his way back and sense how things were, to detect traces almost extinguished, to read the past quickly and correctly no matter how intricate its palimpsest may be.”15 For those of us raised in “the war after,” I would argue, the development of historical empathy was almost inevitable. What we bring to historical scholarship, indeed, is not only the psychic need to escape into a different, less personally claustrophobic past, but two interrelated skills honed by the odd rhythms of our households. Our parents’ stories, disturbing affect, and way of living in time taught us a particular mode of time slippage, demonstrating the ready, indeed the lurking inevitability of the past under the present. Of necessity, moreover, we learned to listen for what was buried, for the half-repressed historical causality behind our parents’ attitudes and actions. Such quotidian training prepared us well for our professional lives as historians and interpreters. In large part, indeed, our interpretive intuition is actually the learned ability to register, seismographically and diagnostically, the point at which the text starts to buckle or slip, when the floor threatens to give way.
Many of our teachers spent their professional lives in close textual exegesis—yet ended their careers as memoirists. Our own careers followed their lead, yet moved much more rapidly from textual analysis into historical analysis. Trained as theoretically informed close readers, then teaching ourselves to become makeshift historians, we were caught, as a generation, between two very different interpretive paradigms. Yet for historically specific, in fact for familial reasons, this eclecticism, this mixture of textualism and historicism, has worked rather well for us. Among other things, it has helped us to synthesize what we learned in our graduate school classes with what we learned at home—and indeed, what we learned from one another.
In the 1970s and ’80s, teachers and students talked to each other about epistemology and instability—not least as a covert way to talk to themselves about the war and the self. Our intellectual communion was sometimes profound, but in retrospect it also seems oddly, almost painfully indirect. Both our parents and our teachers were embarrassed by the past, by the ways it possessed them. We became unabashed historicists—yet we partially conceal our own psychic stakes in historicism, I would argue, not only from our students but from one another and even from ourselves.
The strange psychic atmosphere of our childhoods made us open, as young adults, to our teachers’ experientially derived epistemological skepticism. Yet our desperate childhood attempts to escape through reading also left us with a deeply internalized sense of generic convention—and well positioned to man “the new erudition.” For many of us, moreover, some mixture of Marxist theory, gender studies, and psychoanalysis served, somewhat paradoxically, as a bridge between intense textualism and intense historicism. We responded to Marxism's sense of the drama and mutability of history and its attention to temporal unevenness; to the way gender studies undertook a rigorous, historical analysis of family dynamics; and to the empathetic cast of psychoanalytic interpretation, its programmatic interest in psychic wounds and its bracing insistence (at least in the early Freud of “The Etiology of Hysteria”) that neurosis be understood as a mode of self-protective response.
My account today has run the risk of simply replacing the unstable, artificial notion of period with the equally problematic notion of the generation or cohort. The twentieth century's wars have, as Lukács claimed for the Napoleonic Wars, given many millions of people across the globe a terrifying sense of what history feels like—and that has inevitably shaped all of the war's survivors, and all of their children. Yet here, as everywhere, historical and generational experience, time and memory are inevitably uneven. (In some ways, for instance, World War II is closer to us now than it was in the 1960s.)
The question raised by the case studies is also relevant here. How special, unusual, and historically particular is our experience, anyway? Is it different in kind from that of others, or just in degree? Those of us raised in war-traumatized households know ourselves to be afflicted by history. But those without such consciousness may be afflicted too. Might it not turn out, in fact, that every member of my grade-school class, every one of my colleagues, and indeed every one of our students, have historically inflected family narratives which shaped personality and sensibility, even if in some cases such narratives are more buried than in others?
In recent years, many of us have gotten to experience, more or less at first hand, how terrible history can feel. And some of us, like Mandeville, have found the historical cataclysms of adult life triggering childhood panic all over again. On September 11, many of us who grew up with our parents’ war stories found ourselves deeply agitated, as key facets of our parents’ war-honed obsessions suddenly seemed less neurotic, almost sane: that big cities were death traps, that danger lies everywhere, that contingency is real, that safety is an illusion. More recently, many of us who grew up with family stories of internment and concentration camps have found ourselves deeply agitated at the very thought of the penal conditions at Abu Ghraib and Guantánamo Bay, knowing full well the ripple effect, the existential panic such detentions necessarily generate for families and for generations. And at times we, the historically agitated, have thus felt oddly alone, convinced that no one else understands, as we do, what the present will turn out to mean.
The danger is that we will bring related feelings of isolation and foreboding into the classroom and the faculty meeting. Our current students are less book obsessed than we were, less obsessed with history. The seminar room is not a household, the seminar table is not the kitchen table. And despite occasional moments of confusion or transference, our students are not finally our children. Even if we wanted to, we cannot, in all likelihood, succeed in imprinting them with our obsessions, our inherited histories, our inherited sufferings.
For the last twenty years, I have argued, many historicists have been motivated not by nostalgia so much as by the wish for a second life, a parallel reality held apart from their own psychic lives. Historicism has its own history and its own psychic imperatives. It depends, at least in its current form, on a kind of burrowing impulse—an impulse, over the long run, that may not be entirely reproducible. Even literary history may not survive in the forms we now know it. Yet the underlying questions—how does the past shape us? how do texts and relations encode history?—will probably still be with us.
For many students, our remaining period requirements and our insistence on historical coverage seem completely arcane. Yet the same students often respond with great intensity to metanovels and metafilms which foreground the analysis of historical forces: Christa Wolf's Model of Childhood, Jean-Marie Straub and Danielle Huillet's 1982 film Too Early, Too Late, Stanley Kubrick's 1975 Barry Lyndon, Terence Davies’ 1988 Distant Voices, Still Lives. If sometimes bored by the obligation to immerse themselves in period, perhaps also by the idea of period, they can still get very interested in the idea of history, the nature of trauma, the ways history can be filtered through everyday, domestic life.
We looked to our elders, often, as epic if wounded heroes, whose hard-won, sometimes cynical or depressive knowledge of the world trumped any experience of our own. Our biggest challenge as teachers may be to develop a very different dynamic with our students, in which we are not (or not only) the last in a line of hereditary, historical prophets, channeling historical forces, memorializing historic wrongs—but instead genuinely open, in ways our own parents could never be, to younger, competing perceptions of the world.
What if their relationship to history proves fundamentally different from ours, more presentist, more punctual, less sensitive to anachronism? Are we really willing to let them discover their own way of living in time and reading history? What will happen to our life's work if they do not want to inherit our historicism? Or what if they do come to identify deeply with a period, yet remain uninterested in the larger edifice of period rooms, stacked one upon the other, in which we are so deeply invested?
When we hear contemporary indie music wafting through Versailles, when Fanny Price is photographed in period dress, but as a present-day “babe,” we sense a threat to that period house. We worry, in fact, that the floor has given way, and that the early twenty-first century is trickling down into the romantic period, contaminating, even turning to dust a carefully preserved past. Like Mandeville, we fear the moment when carefully distinguished historical layers collapse into one another. For as Mandeville dramatizes, that might involve a collapse of the whole Enlightenment edifice of knowledge, a threat to our psychic and intellectual security and hence to our sense of sanity.
In 1992, soon after the fall of the Berlin Wall and in the midst of the breakup of the Soviet Union, Russian émigré conceptual artist Ilya Kabakov constructed an installation, “Incident in the Museum, or Water Music.” Shown successively in galleries and museums in New York, Chicago, Darmstadt, Barcelona, Lisbon, and Paris, the installation took the form of a room from an apparently forgotten or obscure provincial art museum, the fictitious Barnaul Art Gallery. Its tiny foyer was covered with exhibition posters depicting postimpressionist masterpieces. When viewers walked into the main part of the gallery, they were confronted with a series of apparently classic socialist realist paintings, putatively the newly rediscovered work of one Stepan Yakovlevich Koshelev (actually painted by Kabakov himself), showing the clear influence of postimpressionist style, technique, and palette. The installation suggested that socialist realism, despite its Stalinist subject matter and officially mandated aesthetic doctrine, remained a suppressed form of modernism, helped keep modernism alive. Yet even as the exhibit celebrated this subterranean continuity, it also registered a radical sense of historical rupture. For in one corner of the gallery, the roof was leaking, water coming down in buckets (a soundscape created by Lithuanian composer Vladimir Tarasov). Eventually, it seemed, the whole gallery would end up under water. Historical change had decisively punctured the closed Soviet house of art—letting in the outside world in the form of the deluge.
I often think back on Kabakov's installation as one of the most provocative commentaries on the history of socialist art, and as priming its viewer, forever afterwards, to discern postimpressionist traces throughout the authentic historical corpus of socialist realist art. At the same time, the installation has broader implications. It may well be our life's work to man and conserve the house of period, that closed-off, sometimes airless monument to the past. But as Kabakov's installation reminds us, we must somehow simultaneously remain open to the present and the possibility of change, to the forces of history which might liberate even as they threaten to drown us.16
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